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EDITORIAL 


BOGGART HUNTING 
This issue, under the expert 
guidance of our resident fairyist 
Simon Young, we focus on a 
half-forgotten figure that once 
occupied a central position in 
English folklore and forteana: the 
boggart. 

What exactly is a boggart, 
you may ask — which proves a 
somewhat difficult question to 
answer. Not a fairy, a goblin or 
a ghost, the boggart seems to 
have been able to assume any 
number of fearsome forms — from 
a headless woman to a giant slug, 
and even an exploding sheep. 
Mostly found out of doors, in 
woods and marshes, or haunting 
bridges and streams, it was also 
quite capable of installing itself 
in a household in the manner of a 
poltergeist. Usually mischievous, 
and often malevolent, the boggart 
was, as Simon notes, “a glorious catch- 
all term meaning essentially ‘scary 
crap’”. But oddly, for such a protean, 
all-encompassing phenomenon, the 
boggart was, at the same time, a fiercely 
local one: boggarts were to be found 
exclusively in the north-west of England 
- particularly Lancashire — with small 
pockets of boggartdom dotted around 
the north-east and the Midlands. 
Following the success of his Fairy Census 
(FT321:25, 361:30-37), Simon has now 
collected increasingly rare tales and 
vanishing memories of boggarts, some 
of which he outlines in his article (p30) 
and more of which are collected in his 
two forthcoming books on the subject. 
That the half-forgotten boggart still lurks 
somewhere at the edge of our modern 
consciousness is demonstrated by two 
modern accounts of boggart encounters, 
from Michael Haslam (p38) and Patrick 
Maloney (p40). 


GANDY SCARES SCUNTHORPE 
Rob Gandy is following up on his promise 
- or maybe that should be threat! - to 
visit Scunthorpe and give a talk about 
the many road ghosts and phantom 
hitchhikers covered in his ‘Strange 
Fenomena - A Lincolnshire Casebook’ 
series. The event, entitled Scary Stories 
From Scunthorpe and The Ruskington 
Horror, will take place at 7.45pm on 
Wednesday 9 March at the Heslam Park 
Rugby Club, Scunthorpe. Tickets are 

£5 in advance from https://glenvaudrey. 
wixsite.com/ruskington (for print-at- 
home) or from the library at Scunthorpe 
Central and the Rugby Club itself. 
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Admission will be £6 on the door. All 
monies raised will go to support the local 
Lindsey Lodge Hospice. It is hoped that 
all forteans within travelling distance 

of Scunthorpe will be able to make it 

for what should be an entertaining and 
intriguing evening. 


THE AMAZINGLY HAPPY KRESKIN 
Finally, we were thrilled to see that our 
Christmas issue had made at least one 
reader happy: The Amazing Kreskin sent 
us this shot of him reading about his 
own Kreskin’s ESP game in Peter Laws’s 
comprehensive cover feature on fortean 
board games. Apparently, the article 
made the legendary mentalist “glow” 
with pleasure over the festive period. 


CAPUCINE DESLOUIS 


JAMIE MOLLART 


RLD 


THE EARTH’S RESOURCES ARE DWINDLING. THE SOLUTION IS THE SLEEP. 


EVERYWHERE, DISSATISFACTION IS GROWING. 


‘THIS IS A FRIGHTENING, THOUGHTFUL 
VISION EXPLORING WHERE POWER 
LIES WHEN EVEN THE ACT OF BEING 
AWAKE IS REVOLUTIONARY’. 


‘A HAUNTING VISION OF THE 
NEAR-FUTURE WITH EXPERT WORLD- 
BUILDING AND RICH COMPLEX 
CHARACTERS, KINGS OF A DEAD 
WORLD KEPT ME GRIPPED FROM 
BEGINNING TO END”. 


“MOLLART’S INTRIGUING AND 
TIMELY PREMISE IS EXECUTED 
WITH VERVE - KINGS OF A DEAD 
WORLD IS FILMIC IN ITS SCOPE’. 


AVAILABLE NOW 


‘| WOULD LIKE TO SEE KINGS OF 
A DEAD WORLD MADE INTO A 

“CLI-FI’ FILM, MARKETED AS BOTH 
A CAUTIONARY TALE AND SATIRE’. 


‘KINGS OF A DEAD WORLD 
INTRIGUED ME WITH ITS TITLE 

AND HAD ME ON PAGE ONE. 
MOLLART’S DYSTOPIAN VISION IS 
AS DISTURBING AS IT IS BRILLIANT’. 


ON AMAZON, WATERSTONES AND ALL GOOD BOOKSHOPS 


. STRANGE DAYS 


TONGA GEOLOGICAL SERVICES 


SHOCKWAVES AND AWE 


The eruption of an underwater volcano in Tonga is “off-the-scale weird” 


On 15 January the Hunga Tonga- 
Hunga Ha’apai volcano in Tonga 
in the South Pacific erupted so 
violently it blew its island apart, 
leaving just two small stumps 
protruding from the ocean. It 
caused ash falls and a tsunami 
that wrecked many of Tonga’s 
other islands, cut the country 
off from the rest of the world 

for several days and caused 

a sonic boom that was heard 
round the world. This reached 
New Zealand, 2,000 km (1,200 
miles) away, two hours after 

the blast, while several hours 
later a series of bangs lasting 
about 30 minutes were heard 

in Anchorage, Alaska, 9,700 km 
(6,000 miles) away, followed by 
low-frequency rumbles for about 
two hours. NASA estimated the 
force of the eruption was equal 
to five to six million tons of 
TNT, the largest seen in three 
decades. 

The power of the blast 
surprised everyone. “Everything 
so far about this eruption is off- 
the-scale weird,” said Janine 
Krippner, a volcanologist from 
the Smithsonian’s Global 
Volcanism Program. Scientists 
suspect that the anomalous 
force of the eruption was due to 
the volcano being largely under 
the sea, so that the heat of the 
magma flashed the seawater 
into steam as soon as it made 
contact, causing it to expand 
violently and magnify the force 
of the blast several times over. 
This needed the depth of the 
eruption to be in a “Goldilocks 
zone” where the sea was shallow 
enough that the weight of water 
did not dampen the force of the 
eruption, but deep enough for 
there to be sufficient water to 
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ABOVE: The Hunga Tonga Hunga Ha'apai volcano eruputed on 15 January 2022. 


magnify the explosion when it 
boiled. 

Both the atmospheric shock 
wave and the tsunamis from the 
volcano were very strange. Corin 
Wright from the University of 
Bath said the shock wave was 
one of the most extraordinary 
ever detected, reaching more 
than 60 miles (96km) up and 
travelling round the world at 
over 600mph (966km/h). “We’ve 
never seen anything really that 
covers the whole Earth like 
this, and certainly not from 
a volcano,” he said. The wave 
was the result of the eruption 
blasting huge amounts of air 
outward and upward, high into 
the atmosphere, followed by 
gravity pulling it down. The 
dramatic pressure changes 
seem to have caused the air 
to “bounce”, so it rose again, 
and this up-down oscillation 
happened several times, creating 
alternating waves of high and 
low pressure that moved outward 
from the volcano and passed 
round the world several times. 


These atmospheric shock 
waves may also account for the 
peculiar pattern of tsunamis 
that occurred in the aftermath 
of the eruption. Tsunamis are 
usually the result of water 
being displaced by dramatic 
movements of rock and soil 
and are mostly caused by 
earthquakes. Volcanoes can 
cause them when part of the 
volcano collapses into the sea 
during an eruption, and while 
this certainly happened with the 
Hunga Tonga-Hunga Ha’apai 
eruption, it only accounts 
for the local 15m (49ft) high 
tsunami that inundated Tonga. 
However, tsunamis of about 
the same size as the local one 
also hit coasts all around the 
Pacific basin, including Japan, 
Peru, Chile and the US West 
Coast. In addition, there were 
also smaller disturbances much 
further away, including in the 
Caribbean and Mediterranean, 
far sooner and much larger 
than could be explained just 
by energy carried through the 


sea. “You’d expect that energy 
to decay away with distance,” 
said Gerard Fryer, who formerly 
worked at the Pacific Tsunami 
Warning Center. “We know 

that the atmosphere and the 
ocean are coupled,” said Lori 
Dengler, emeritus professor 

of geophysics at Humboldt 
State University in California. 
“And we see the tsunami in 

the Atlantic Ocean. It didn’t go 
around the tip of South America 
to get there. The evidence is 
very clear that the pressure 
wave played a role. The question 
is how big a part.” 

Fortunately, despite the size 
of the blast, casualties were 
light; so far only three deaths 
have been reported from Tonga, 
and two from Peru, as people 
were washed away by the 
tsunami there. Lisala Folau, a 
disabled retired carpenter from 
Tonga, had a miraculous escape 
though. He had been painting 
his home on the island of Atata 
when the tsunami hit and he 
was washed out to sea. He 
grabbed a floating tree trunk 
and hung on for more than 24 
hours, floating and swimming 
13km (eight miles) to the main 
island of Tonga, Tongatapu. 

He eventually managed to 
struggle ashore near the town 
of Sopu where he was rescued 
by a passing motorist. “It is 
absolutely amazing, given that 
he was fleeing a catastrophic 
event, to be under that kind of 
pressure, mentally and with 
additional physical pressure of 
fleeing in the dark,” said Erika 
Radewagen, an Olympic level 
swimming official from the 
Pacific. “Bear in mind that Iam 
disabled. I can’t walk properly... 
and when I can, I believe a 
baby can walk faster,” said 
Folau, thankful for his survival. 
then24.com, 17 Jan; vice. 

com, 18 Jan; theguardian.com, 
nationalgeographic.com, nature. 
com, 20 Jan 2022. 
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THE BIGFOOT OF CANNOCK CHASE? 


Is large footprint evidence of Staffordshire’s rumoured mystery manimal? 


ABOVE LEFT: Cannock Chase has produced sightings of everything from UFOs to werewolves, and sightings of a Bigfoot-like creature 
apparently go back to the 19th century. ABOVE RIGHT: The large footprint photographed by investigator Lee Brickley. 


Cannock Chase in Staffordshire is 
noted as a place more than usually 
blessed with strange phenomena; it 
regularly produces big cat sightings, 
has a reputation as a UFO hotspot 
and there have been reports of 
everything from werewolves to 
a “pig man” from the area (see 
FT306:70-72). It also has a history of 
sightings of a Bigfoot-like creature 
going back to the 19th century, and 
now local paranormal investigator 
Lee Brickley claims to have found 
physical evidence of the monster. 
Brickley, who has also reported 
on Slender Man see (FT305:55, 
316:4, 317:30-37) and Black-eyed 
kid sightings (see FT322:26-32) on 
the Chase, has spent 10 years on 
the track of the local Bigfoot, often 
camping in the woods to search for 
it. On one occasion, he believes he 
sighted it himself: “I can’t say for 
sure what it was, as it was around 
7pm and getting dark and the figure 
was covered in shadow. It definitely 
moved more like an animal than 
a man, and it was easily 7ft [2m] 


“T realised the 
Cannock Chase 
Bigfoot was more 
thana myth” 


tall”. Brickley says that he was 
contacted by a man (who wishes 
to remain anonymous) who saw 
something unusual while flying 
a remote-control plane over 
Gentleshaw Common, so visited 
the location to investigate. “I 
went out there straight away 
and found the footprint,” says 
Brickley. “I was astounded... I’d 
never seen a footprint that large 
in my life, and it was clearly not 
made using a mould or cast.” 

It was 16in (41cm) long, which 
makes it about twice the size of 
a man’s size eight shoe. “That is 
probably the moment I realised 
the Cannock Chase Bigfoot was 


more than just a myth,” he 
added. 

A month later, he says, he 
also saw claw marks on a tree 
and a mutilated deer nearby. 
“Tt looked as though something 
had bitten and then ripped out 
its throat before eating from 
the torso. You see a lot of dead 
deer on Cannock Chase - often 
they’ve been hit by cars — but 
it was unusual to see one in 
that condition.” Brickley feels 
this is further evidence of the 
creature’s existence, although, 
if we’re talking mystery fauna, 
these could equally be taken as 
evidence for the area’s out-of- 
place big cats. 

“Reports of these sightings 
seem to have drastically 
increased in number and 
frequency since the beginning 
of 2019,” Brickley said. 
birminghammail.co.uk, 14 
Nov; thesun.co.uk, 15 Nov; 
coventrytelegraph.net, 16 Nov 
2021. 
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FT'S FAVOURITE HEADLINES 
FROM AROUND THE WORLD 


Wall Street Journal, 
21 Dec 2021 


Women are harmed 
every day by 
invisible men 
Guardian, 19 Mar 2021. 


‘I'm being held 
hostage’: woman at 
centre of marsupial 

hostage drama 


speaks out. 
stuff.co.nz, 15 Nov 2021. 
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D.Mail, 26 Nov 2021. 


New US dietary 
guidelines include 
babies and toddlers 


for the first time 
[CNN] 29 Dec 2021. 
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SIDELINES... 


LASER LOSER 


According to a witness, a 19-year- 
old woman in Kenosha, Wis- 
consin, who had been drinking, 
picked up a handgun, “turned on 
the laser sight and was pointing 
it at the floor to get the cat to 
chase it” when she shot a male 
friend in the thigh. She told police 
she thought the magazine had 
been removed and that the gun 
“accidentally went off”. [AP] 13 
Aug 2021. 


BEER FLOW 


A stream in Waipo, Hawaii, was 
dubbed “The Party Stream” after it 
was found to smell strongly of beer 
and to contain as much as 1.2% 
alcohol (it was also 0.4% sugar). 
Environmental activist Carroll Cox 
said it smelled like a “pub that 
hadn't opened its doors for three 
or four days”. The alcohol was 
spilling into the stream from a 
storm drain connected to Paradise 
Beverages, a nearby drinks ware- 
house, although they were baffled 
as to what might be causing the 
spill. Much to locals’ disappoint- 
ment, authorities sealed the pipe 
to stop the flow of booze. hawai- 
inewsnow.com, 11 Nov 2021. 


SEX STORM 


A massive storm that damaged 
100 houses, brought down power 
lines and uprooted 10 sacred 
trees in Chiang Mai, Thailand, 

was blamed on a couple who had 
filmed themselves having sex 
against a sacred rubber tree and 
posted the clip on OnlyFans. Head 
of Chiang Mai cultural affairs Wal- 
lop Namuangphrom called the be- 
haviour shameful and highly inaus- 
picious. Police chief Thawatchai 
Pongwiwattanachai said they were 
hunting those responsible, and a 
religious ceremony was planned to 
placate the gods. aseannow.com, 
4 Oct 2021. 
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MEDICAL BAG 


Anew mass psychogenic illness in Sweden, 
plus vaccination fakers and super-fans 


LIFE OVERTAKES ME / NETFLIX 


ABOVE: In Sweden, young asylum seekers are declining into deep coma-like states, although suffering no physical disorders. 


RESIGNATION SYNDROME 
For 20 years, Sweden has been 
dealing with a mysterious 
illness, mostly affecting 
children, and exclusively found 
in families of asylum seekers. 
Sufferers start by withdrawing 
from society, becoming more 
and more apathetic until they 
cease to interact with the world 
at all and decline into a coma, 
totally unresponsive to any 
external stimuli and only kept 
alive by feeding tubes. All tests, 
though, indicate that sufferers’ 
brains are awake and that they 
are suffering from no physical 
disorders, but nonetheless 

they remain comatose. This 

is extremely unusual — comas 
as deep as those experienced 
by people with resignation 
syndrome are usually the 
result of brain damage or other 
abnormality. 

Those most vulnerable appear 
to be children whose families 
have suffered the greatest 
trauma before escaping to 
seek asylum, and the majority 

are from the former USSR, 

the Balkans, Roma children, 

and most recently the Yazidi. 
Few cases have been recorded 
among Asian refugees, and 
none involve Africans, and it 
does not appear to relate to 
how well the children have 
adapted to life in Sweden, nor 
is it clear why it only occurs in 


The symptoms 
spread througha 
close-knit group 


of people 


Sweden and nowhere else. “To 
our knowledge, no cases have 
been established outside of 
Sweden,” said Dr Karl Sallin, 

a pediatrician at the Astrid 
Lindgren Children’s Hospital. 
There is anecdotal evidence 

of similar behaviour among 
concentration camp inmates, 
and a similar condition, 
Pervasive Refusal Syndrome, 
was documented in the UK in 
the 1990s, but not among asylum 
seekers, and there have been 
reports of something potentially 
similar among children seeking 
asylum in Australia. 

While it is clear that sufferers 
are not faking illness, and no 
medical treatment seems able 
to rouse the comatose children, 
the one cure that seems to work 
is granting permanent asylum to 
the children and their families. 
Doctors believe that recovery 
depends on them feeling secure 
and that it is a permanent 
residence permit that kick- 
starts that process, although 
a controversial treatment has 
been developed that separates 


the children from their parents 
and subjects them to intensive 
physical therapy until they 
recover. 

Resignation syndrome seems 
to be a form of mass psychogenic 
illness, contagious symptoms 
that spread through a close-knit 
group of people, propagated by 
fear and anxiety, with conditions 
in Sweden being conducive to 
it spreading through asylum 
seeker communities. Until 
recently, Sweden automatically 
granted asylum to families 
of sufferers, but with asylum 
applications increasing, the 
country is now only offering 
fixed term visas pending future 
review. BBC News, 26 Oct 2017; 
theguardian.com, 21 Apr 2021. 


COVID FAKERY 


Guido Russo, 57, an Italian 
dentist, ended up being reported 
to the police after he tried 

a novel ruse to get a Covid 
vaccination certificate without 
actually getting vaccinated. The 
man turned up at a vaccination 
centre in Biella, in northern 
Italy, wearing a lifelike silicone 
mould over his real arm, hoping 
that nurses would not notice. 
When it came to his turn for a 
jab though, the nurse found that 
the man’s skin felt “rubbery and 
cold” and that the pigment was 
“too light” compared to the rest 
of his body. 
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DGuardiaPosiale 


Se vado con questo se ne accorgono? Magari 
SOttO sto busto in silicone mi metto pure quaiche 
altro indumento per evitare di far arrivare l'ago al 


mio braccio vero 


K99 Tuta Muscolare in Silicone Falso Maschio 
Petto Braccio di Silicone Muscolo Mezza 


ABOVE LEFT: A tweet showing a silicone chest for sale on eBay, possibly sent by Guido Russo. ABOVE RIGHT: Amanda Back, 
marketing manager at Epicenter Stockholm, gets her implant scanned with a smartphone. BELOW: Super-jabbed Mr Mandal. 


Having been discovered, 
Russo tried to make light of his 
scam and get the nurse to turn 
a blind eye, but she was having 
none of it and called police who 
charged him with fraud. “The 
case borders on the ridiculous, 
if it were not for the fact we 
are talking about a gesture of 
enormous gravity,” said Albert 
Cirio, the head of the Piedmont 
regional government. Russo has 
reportedly been suspended from 
practising. 

The newspaper La Repubblica 
found a Twitter post that may 
have been written by the man; 
it showed a silicone male chest 
half-body suit, complete with 
fake arms and neck, that was for 
sale on Amazon for 488 euros 
(£416) and read: “If I go with 
this, will they notice? Maybe 
beneath the silicone P’ll even 
put on some extra clothes to 
avoid the needle reaching my 
real arm.” BBC News, 3 Dec; 
ladbible.com, 6 Dec 2021. 


SUPER-VACCINATED 
At the other end of the scale, 
a man in Bihar, India, has used 
a variety of different identity 
cards to get vaccinated 12 
times, saying every jab 
made him “feel better”. 
Retired postman, 
Brahmadeo Mandal, 

84 (or 65 in some 
reports), said that 
“every single dose 

has helped relieve 

my chronic back pain. 
Ihave never caught 
cold since I 


took the first shot 11 months 
ago,” although he apparently 
does not have an official vaccine 
certificate for any of them. 
Not everyone is impressed 
with Mandal’s enthusiasm for 
vaccination though. “It needs 
to be found out whether the 
man is bloviating or his claims 
have a modicum of truth,” said 
district civil surgeon Amarendra 
Narayan Shahi, pointing out 
that no one was supposed to 
get vaccinated more than twice, 
adding “he may end up facing 
the music for getting jabbed 
so many times knowingly and 
willingly.” In New Zealand, an 
unnamed man was vaccinated 
10 times in one day after being 
paid to be jabbed by nine 
other people who wanted to 
dodge the vaccine and whose 
identities he used at multiple 
vaccination hubs. He was 
described as “unbelievably 
selfish” by vaccinologist Helen 
Petousis-Harris, who also 
condemned those who had taken 
advantage of the man’s financial 
situation to avoid the jab. Astrid 
Koornneef, a group manager for 
the Covid vaccine programme in 
New Zealand, said his actions 
were “dangerous” as it 
, would result in inaccurate 
medical records for 
everyone involved, but 
\ said he is unlikely to 
come to any harm 
from having multiple 
' vaccinations, apart 
from having an increased 
risk of fever, pains and 
: = headaches the next 


day from the immune response. 
tribuneindia.com, 6 Jan; 
independent.co.uk, 13 Dec 2021. 


NOT AT ALL SINISTER 


Swedish tech start-up Epicenter 
has launched what they say is a 
new way of conveniently storing 
your Covid vaccine passport, 
on a rice grain-sized microchip 
implanted under your skin that 
can be read with the technology 
used for contactless payments. 
“Implants are very versatile 
technology that can be used 
for many different things, and 
right now it is very convenient 
to have Covid passport always 
accessible on your implant,” said 
Hannes Sjoblad, Epicenter’s 
Chief Distribution Officer, 
demonstrating how the device 
works by waving a phone over 
his own implant. 

Epicenter plan to place the 
implant either in users’ arms, 
or between the thumb and 
forefinger for ease of access and 
say the procedure is “completely 
reversible” and does not require 
a special phone app. dailymail. 
co.uk, 20 Dec 2021. 


TOOTHY TUMOUR 

Nitish Kumar, 17, lived with a 
swelling on his lower jaw for five 
years before having it removed 
by surgeons at the Indira Ghandi 
Institute of Medical Sciences 

in Patna, India. On removal the 
tumour was found to contain 

82 additional teeth and was 
thought to have been caused by 
a genetic abnormality or an old 
injury. D.Star, 12 July 2021. 


VIKEN KANTARCI / AFP VIA GETTY IMAGES 


MEXICAN PET! 


In an ostension of the “Mexican 
Pet” urban legend, Maria Sotelo 
got more than she bargained 

for when she bought a puppy in 
Lima, Peru. Named “Run Run”, he 
initially behaved just like a dog, 
but as he grew, he began to look 
odd and behave strangely. He had 
thin legs, a bushy tail, sharp face 
and large ears, and obsessively 
chased and killed neighbours’ 
chickens. A visit to a vet revealed 
the “dog” was actually an Andean 
Fox. “We thought we had a pure- 
bred puppy,” said Sotelo. <i>, 10 
Nov 2021. 


SAME OLD EXCUSE 


An army bomb disposal squad 
was called to a Gloucestershire 
hospital after a patient arrived 
with a live anti-tank round jammed 
in his rectum. The man claimed 
that he was clearing out his mili- 
taria collection when he “slipped 
and fell” on the shell. Medics 
removed the 17cm (7in) by 6cm 
(2in) round, which was then taken 
away by the military for disposal. 
Sun, 3 Dec 2021. 


SHARK MUTILATIONS 


Dead Great White Sharks have 
been washing up on the shores 
of South Africa having had their 
livers removed with “surgical 
precision”. Some have also been 
missing their hearts and one had 
its stomach and testes removed, 
leaving the animal to bleed to 
death. The culprits though, are 
not in doubt, teeth marks show 
that the precise wounds were 
caused by orcas, not aliens or 
MIB, although orcas have not 
been previously known to attack 
Great Whites and it is not clear 
why they are just going for spe- 
cific organs. /Iflscience.com, 16 
Jan 2022. 


WHERE'S MY PHONE? 


Doctors at Aswan University in 
Egypt were surprised when they 
X-rayed a man complaining of 
stomach pain and found that the 
problem was a mobile phone. 
The patient admitted he had 
swallowed it six months earlier 
but had been too embarrassed 
to go to the doctor about it until 
the pain was too great to bear. 

It remains unclear why he had 
actually swallowed the phone, but 
doctors successfully removed it. 
Metro, 19 Oct 2021. 


FT416 7 
www.forteantimes.com 


EAR HORROR 


After a day of unbearable itching 
and strange noises in her ear, a 
woman named only as Yi went to a 
hospital in Zhuzhou in Hunan, Chi- 
na. There doctors were surprised 
when, after placing a small camera 
in her ear, a spider loomed up at 
the lens; medics removed it with 
an electric otoscope. Back in Au- 
gust, a six-year-old girl in Shenzen 
had a cockroach removed from her 
ear by doctors after complaining of 
“tingling”. metro.co.uk, 25 Aug, 21 
Oct 2021. 


METEORITE 
DISAPPOINTMENT 


In 1996, a NASA-led team 
controversially announced that 

a meteorite found in Antarctica 
that originated from Mars con- 
tained organic compounds that 
appeared to have been created 
by living creatures. A recent 
re-examination of the rock using 
modern techniques, though, has 
revealed that the compounds are 
actually the result of salty water 
flowing over it for long periods. 
The scientists who did the origi- 
nal study have described this as 
“disappointing”. theguardian. 
com, 14 Jan 2022. 


SUPER SNIP 


The 2021 Diagram Book Prize for 
the oddest book title of the year 
went to /s Superman Circum- 
cised? which examines how the 
experiences of his Jewish creators 
influenced the superhero. Others 
shortlisted included The Life Cycle 
of Russian Things: From Fish Guts 
to Fabergé and Curves for the 
Mathematically Curious. Previous 
winners have included Bombproof 
Your Horse and Cooking with Poo 
(the name of a celebrity Thai chef) 
Guardian, 4 Dec 2021. 
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ALIEN LIFE SIGNS? 


METEORITE ANOMALY 
Meteorite dealers Dave and 
Linda Bryant have reported 
finding an anomalous object in 
a well-known meteorite from 
a shower known as NWA 869, 
which fell in Northwest Africa 
sometime before 2000. This is a 
chondrite, made of material that 
dates from the birth of the Solar 
System, and known to be around 
4.5 billion years old. NWA 
869 meteorites are 
prized by collectors 
as they are 
small complete 
meteorites, not 
fragments of 
something larger 
that exploded in the 
atmosphere. While all 
chondrites contain nickel 
and iron and often have metallic 
flecks that glint in the light, 
one that the Bryants received in 
2020 contained a small, regular, 
cylindrical feature 6mm (0.2 
in) in diameter that looks like a 
manufactured object. The way in 
which it relates to the rest of the 
meteorite and a small piece of 
impact damage on the object’s 
surface makes it clear that the 
object is an integral part of the 
meteorite that fell with it and 
cannot have become fused to it 
on the ground. 

Analysis at the University 
of East Anglia also shows that 
it is not made of the common 
accessory minerals usually 
found in meteorites, although 
further analysis is needed to 
identify its exact composition. 
The meteorite almost certainly 
comes from the remains of a 
planet orbiting a star that was 
destroyed when its sun went 
nova several billion years before 
our Solar System formed. This 
raises the intriguing possibility 
that the object is a tiny remnant 
of a civilisation that existed 
on a planet that died billions 
of years before our Sun even 
existed; but given the human 
mind’s propensity for pareidolia 
- spotting meaningful shapes 
in random patterns - which has 
given us all kinds of alleged 
artefacts on Mars, the chances 
of this are slim. Analysis of the 
object should be interesting. 
ancient-origins.net, 28 May 2021. 


MOON “MYSTERY HUT” 


Since January 2019 China’s 
Yutu 2 rover has been exploring 
the far side of the Moon. Last 
November, the rover’s cameras 
picked up a mysterious cube- 
like object on the rim of the 
Von Karman crater that quickly 
became known as the “mystery 
hut”. Researchers diverted the 
vehicle to take a look. Yutu 2 
got there on 7 January 
and found that the 
“hut” was....a rock, 
and smaller than 
they expected 

it to be. It is 
however, shaped 
a bit like a rabbit, 
so has been named 
“Jade Rabbit”, as 

the translation of Yutu’s 

name is also “Jade Rabbit”. 
Andrew Jones, a journalist 
who covers the Chinese space 
programme for SpaceNews 
described the conclusion to the 
saga as “so underwhelming it’s 
brilliant.” space.com, 5 Dec 2021; 
cnet.com, 11 Jan 2022. 


LIFE ON VENUS? 

While the supposed traces 

of phosphine in Venus’s 
atmosphere have now been 
largely discounted as evidence 
of life there, the presence 

of ammonia in its upper 
atmosphere has proved to be 
amore stubborn anomaly. 
Discovered in the 1970s, 

it has been puzzling 
astronomers ever 
since, as they 
cannot come up 
with a convincing 
mechanism for 

its production 

on the planet. On 
Earth, ammonia isa 
common waste product 
of aquatic organisms, but 

with the scalding temperatures 
of Venus’s surface it is unlikely 
either water or any kind of 
organisms could exist there. 
However, further up, in the 
thick clouds that wreath the 
planet, temperatures are much 
more amenable to Earth-like 
life, and it is conceivable that 
microbes resembling bacteria 
could survive here, although 

it is still an extremely hostile 


Strange object in a meteorite, 
lunar hut and Venusian microbes 


environment as the clouds are 
mostly sulphuric acid. 
However, a new study by 
researchers from Cardiff 
and Cambridge Universities 
and MIT has shown that the 
presence of ammonia in the 
clouds could set off a cascade of 
reactions that would neutralise 
the acid around the droplets, 
reducing the acidity of the 
clouds from -11 on the pH scale 
to zero. This is still severely 
acidic, but is at a level that some 
bacteria on Earth can tolerate, 
and some of these do produce 
ammonia to counter the 
acidity of their environment. 
The researchers say that 
when all the possibilities are 
considered, the most likely 
origin of ammonia on Venus 
is biological. “Ammonia 
shouldn’t be on Venus... Any 
gas that doesn’t belong in the 
context of its environment 
is automatically suspicious 
for being made by life,” says 
Professor Sara Seager, from 
MIT’s Department of Earth, 
Atmospheric and Planetary 
Sciences. A number of other 
Venusian cloud anomalies 
have remained unexplained for 
years — the presence of oxygen; 
non-spherical particles; and 
unexpected levels of water 
vapour and sulphur dioxide 
- and microorganisms could 
also explain some of these. If 
bacteria-like organisms were 
the cause, the chemical 
reactions to produce 
ammonia would 
naturally produce 
oxygen. The 
ammonia would 
dissolve in the 
’ acid, transforming 
from a liquid droplet 
shape into an irregular 
“salt-like slurry”. “There 
are many other challenges for 
life to overcome if it is to live 
in the clouds of Venus,” said 
Dr William Bains of Cardiff 
University. “There is almost 
no water there for a start, and 
all life that we know of needs 
water. But if life is there, then 
neutralising the acid will make 
the clouds just a bit more 
habitable than we thought.” 
independent.co.uk, 21 Dec 2021. 


FORTEAN FOLLOW-UPS 


MOTHER GOD AUTOPSY 
[FT407:10] 

The leader of 
elt the “Love has 
Won” cult, Amy 
Carlson, also 

um known as “Mother 
God”, came to a 
bizarre end last April when her 
mummified corpse was found in 
a sleeping bag on a makeshift 
altar in a follower’s house, 
missing its eyes, daubed with 
makeup, sprinkled with glitter 
and festooned with Christmas 
lights. Results of her autopsy, 
released last December, 
concluded that Carlson, 45, had 
died naturally as a result of 
“global decline in the setting 
of alcohol abuse, anorexia, 

and chronic colloidal silver 
ingestion”. The seven followers 
found with her body remain 
under investigation for abusing 
a corpse. independent.co.uk, 3 
Dec 2021. 


THE BISHOP AND THE 
OT AUTHOR [FT411:23] 
Spanish bishop 
Xavier Novell, at 
the time of his 
appointment the 

_ youngest ever 

~ bishop in the 
Spanish Catholic Church, caused 
a stir last year when he resigned 
to marry Silvia Caballol, the 
author of Satanically tinged 
erotica with titles like The Hell 
of Gabriel’s Lust. Following his 
marriage to Caballol in a civil 
ceremony last November, he 
was stripped of his clerical 
powers in December. The 
Spanish Episcopal Conference 
said Novell had automatically 
forfeited his powers after 
marrying Caballol and that 

he was now forbidden under 
canon law from “exercising 

any of the rights and duties 
inherent to the episcopal 
office” and warned that “other 
possible consequences” could 
follow. Meanwhile, Novell, 

who trained as an agricultural 
engineer before joining the 
priesthood, has apparently 
found employment with a 
company that extracts and sells 
pig semen. theguardian.com, 12 
Dec 2021 


a > 


The latest updates on 
previous FT stories 


ABOVE: “Mother God”: booze, anorexia and chronic colloidal silver ingestion. 


Her mummified 
corpse was 
festooned with 
Christmas lights 


HIKER DEATHS 
[FT411:80] 
‘ When John 
Gerrish, Ellen 
Chung, their one- 
year-old daughter 
Miju and their 
® dog Oski died ona 
hiking trail in Mariposa County, 
California, authorities were 
initially mystified as to the 
cause as the bodies showed no 
signs of trauma and forensics 
could not find any toxins. 
Having considered fumes 
from toxic alge or nearby 
mines might have killed them, 
investigators went on to look 
at causes such as lightning 
strikes, but drew a blank. Now, 
the Mariposa County Sheriff’s 
Office, after working with the 
FBI and a range of experts, have 
concluded that the family died 
from heat stroke and probable 
dehydration, given conditions 
on the day, the location of the 
bodies and because no water 
was found with them. It is 
apparently very difficult to 
detect signs of death by heat 
stroke at autopsy. The trail 


they took had steep inclines 

and no shade on parts of it 

and temperatures in the area 
that day reached up to 109°F 
(43°C), easily high enough to kill 
someone. “We’re confident of 
our findings”, said the Sheriff. 
livescience.com, 21 Oct 2021. 


NEEDLE PANICS 
[FT413:4] 

~ ogy In a statement 
following 
investigations into 
the wave of “spiking 
by injection” 
\ last autumn that 
saw 51 incidents reported in 
Scotland alone, Detective Chief 
Superintendent Laura McLuckie 
of Police Scotland said that the 
force had found no evidence to 
support the claims. “We are only 
now Starting to see the results of 
the forensics,” she said, “There 
is clearly alcohol involved. 
There is clearly recreational 
drug use involved. However, 
we don’t have any identified 
cases of spiking by injection 
in Scotland at this time.” 
McLuckie added that it looked 
as if the “significant increase 
in reporting” came about “as a 
result of the media and social 
media attention that it was 
given at that time,” and added 
that “reports to forces across 
the UK are now on a “significant 
downward trajectory.” BBC 
News, 20 Jan 2021. 


FARTS INA JAR 


American reality TV star Stephanie 
Matto was rushed to hospital 
because she felt she was “having 

a stroke” after consuming three 
protein shakes and a huge bowl 

of black bean soup. Medics said it 
was severe wind, told her to change 
her diet and gave her gas suppres- 
sant medication. Up to that point, 
Matto had been making $200k a 
year from selling her farts to fans, 
filling up to 50 jars a week, but she 
said that her hospital visit “has 
effectively ended my business”. 
huffingtonpost.co.uk, 5 Jan 2022. 


SINISTER ASSISTANT 


When Kristin Livdahl’s 10-year-old 
daughter asked the family’s Alexa 
voice assistant for “a challenge 
to do”, the device replied: “Plug 
in a phone charger about halfway 
into a wall outlet, then touch a 
penny to the exposed prongs.” 
Livdahl, shouted “No, Alexa, no!” 
but said her daughter was too 
sensible to follow the smart as- 
sistant’s suggestion, which could 
have resulted in severe injury or 
death from electrocution. Amazon 
issued a statement saying that it 
had updated Alexa to prevent the 
assistant recommending such 
activity in the future. BBC News, 
28 Dec 2021. 


MYSTERY BRIDGE THEFT 


Police in Akron Ohio were baffled 
when a 58-ft (18m) long pedes- 
trian bridge was stolen from a field 
where it was awaiting installation. 
Initially just the wooden decking 
was taken, then a week later the 
rest vanished. As the bridge was 
polymer-based it had no value as 
scrap. Shortly after, a 63-year-old 
man was arrested for the theft 
after a tip-off. It turned out that 
he had hired a crane to collect 
the bridge and move it to his 

own property in a neighbouring 
county, but he revealed no motive. 
independent.co.uk, 16 Dec; [AP], 
20 Dec 2021. 


CLOSE CALL 


When gunmen opened fire on 
businessman Max Mqadi, 51, 

in Durban, South Africa, he was 
grateful that he was taking a 
call on his new iPhone 12 at the 
time. A bullet hit the phone and 
ricocheted off, instead of hitting 
his head and killing him. Mqadi 
survived and was reported to be 
“stable” in hospital. Metro, 

10 Oct 2021. 
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TELEPORTATION 1 


Florida emergency services were 
baffled when, after succeeding in 
freeing a naked woman with her 
legs tied up from a sewer drain in 
the parking lot of a Fort Myers res- 
taurant, she admitted she had no 
idea how she had ended up there. 
They also checked three days of 
CCTV footage and found no sign 
of the woman, a guest at a nearby 
Travelodge, entering or being put in 
the drain. dailymail.co.uk, 15 Sept 
2021. 


TELEPORTATION 2 


Firefighters needed to drill a hole in 
a wall and use a fibre optic camera 
to locate and rescue a naked 

man trapped inside the walls of 
the historic Landmark Theatre in 
Syracuse, New York. The 39-year- 
old man had been stuck there for 
several days and they needed to 
cut through several layers of drywall 
and structural clay tile to free him. 
D.Mirror, 13 Nov, 2021. 


RARE CATCH 


Retired factory inspector Tony 
Framingham from Heacham in 
Norfolk reeled in a cod while fishing 
a mile off Dovercourt in Essex in 
1994. When he slit open the 16lb 
fish’s belly, he found a Roman coin 
bearing the head of Emperor Sep- 
timius Severus and dated to about 
AD 200. Sun, 15 June 1994. 


BEAR TEMPTATION 


In Monrovia, California, some- 
one’s Christmas lawn decorations 
attracted more than just Santa. 
Donna Hargett filmed a bear cub 
attacking a neighbour’s inflatable 
reindeer while its mother looked 
on. “| looked up and there it was, 
jumping on the reindeer,” Hargett 
said, adding: “We see these two 
around all the time. They’re trou- 
ble.” Previously, they had broken 
into her home and left footprints 
on the bed. [UPI], 10 Dec 2021. 
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THREE-EYED CALVES 


Miracle in India, and Welsh 
wonder rescued by Jains 


A calf born in the village of 
Rajnand, Chhattisgarh, India, 
with three eyes and four 
nostrils has been welcomed as a 
miracle, and locals have flocked 
to the farm to worship it, 
bringing gifts of money, incense, 
flowers and coconuts. The calf is 
being viewed as a reincarnation 
of Viswanathan, an aspect of 
the God Shiva known for having 
an eye on his forehead. The 

date of the animal’s birth, 14 
January, is seen as particularly 
auspicious as it was the start of 
the Hindu festival of harvesting, 
Makar Sankranti. The calf’s 
owner, Neeraj Chandel, said: 
“As soon as the cow gave birth, 
we thought it had some kind of 
a wound on his forehead before 
finding it as an eye with the 
help of a flashlight. We then 
found four nostrils, which saw 
the locals thronging our home 
after the nocturnal birth.” 

Vets who examined the animal 
confirmed that, other than its 
deformities, it is healthy and 
drinking milk normally from 

its mother with one, Madan 
Anand, saying: “The birth of 

a calf is just another case of 
deformity. It has nothing to do 
with superstitions or even faith. 
People should be made aware, 
especially those who are from 
rural areas who tend to worship 
such animals.” Chandel, though, 
took a different line: “It’s 

more like God has visited us.” 
dailystar.co.uk, 17 Jan; metro. 
co.uk, 18 Jan 2022. 


MALAN HUGHES 


TOP: Neeraj Chandel’s miracle calf. ABOVE: Farmer Jones’s three-eyed beauty. 


e A similar calf, born last year 
in Wales, attracted rather less 
adoration. The animal, born on 
Jake Jones’s farm on the Llyn 
Peninsula, had an additional 
eye, which was noticed by a 
visiting vet. While Mr Jones 
said that he had “never seen 
anything like it”, he had no 
plans to treat it differently to 
any of his other beef cattle; it 


was healthy, so it was destined 
for the plate. Fortunately for 
the young bull, though, the 
publicity he received attracted 
the attention of the Jain Animal 
Sanctuary in Leicester, who 
bought him from farmer Jones 
for £5,000 and planned to let 
him live out his life in peace in 
accordance with their beliefs. 
nation.cymru/news, 8 Jul 2021. 
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SPINK AND SON 


COIN FINDS 

One of the great rarities of English 
numismatics was unearthed in Hemyock, 
Devon, in September 2021, by an unnamed 
man on his first metal detecting search in 
10 years. This was a Henry Ill gold penny 
from 1257, depicting the king enthroned. 
When the new coin (valued at 20 silver 
pennies) was found to be worth more as 
bullion, it was quickly withdrawn. Only eight 
other examples are known to exist, the last 
discovered 260 years ago. One was sold 
at auction in Dallas, Texas, a year ago and 
made $720,000 (£526,000). Until these 
coins were minted, the only denomination 
in England was the silver penny. Western 
Europe had been without a gold coinage 
of its own since the ninth century, though 
quantities of Byzantine solidi, known as 
‘bezants’, passed as currency. Regular 
gold coinage in England commenced with 
Edward Ill in 1344. thisismoney.co.uk, 22 


Jan 2021; D.Express, 17 Jan; BBC News, 18 ; 


Jan 2022. 


e A badger, desperately searching for food 
last (exceptionally bitter) winter, is thought 
to have unearthed the largest collection 
of Roman coins ever found in northern 
Spain. The hoard was discovered close to 
a badger den in the municipality of Grado, 
Asturias. The 209 coins — some minted in 
Thessalonica and Constantinople — date 
from between the 3rd and 5th centuries 
AD. In the 1930s, 14 gold coins dating to 
the reign of Emperor Constantine the Great 
(AD 306-337) were found in the dense 
woodlands of Grado. BBC News, 10 Jan 
2022. 


e An Iron Age hoard of 41 coins — mainly 
gold, with some silver and copper — has 
been uncovered near the village of Baitz, in 
the Potsdam-Mittelmark district of Germany. 
The coins are curved and are known as 
regenbogenschusselchen (rainbow cups). 
Around 2,000 years old, such coins are 
normally associated with Celtic cultures not 
indigenous to the Brandenburg region. The 
hoard was found in an ancient settlement 
associated with the early Germanic Jastorf 
culture, which evolved out of the cultures in 
northern Germany and Denmark from the 
sixth to first century BC. The find sheds light 
on the far-reaching networks of Iron Age 
Europe; the hoard is the second largest of 


this type found within the Brandenburg area. 


heritagedaily.com, 18 Jan 2022. 


e The largest hoard of Anglo-Saxon gold 
coins ever found in England has been 
declared treasure at an inquest in Norwich. 


12 FT416 


www.forteantimes.com 


Four gold objects were discovered with 

131 coins by an unnamed west Norfolk 
landowner in one of his fields. Ten coins 
were found by serving police officer David 
Cockle, who tried to sell them and was 
jailed in 2017 for 16 months (two coins 
have been lost to unknown buyers). The 
first coin was discovered in 1991, but 

the majority were unearthed between 

2014 and 2020. They date to the early 
seventh century, making them roughly 
contemporaneous with coins from the 
Sutton Hoo ship burial in Suffolk. There 

are nine Byzantine solidi, but most are 
tremisses from Merovingian Gaul, dated 

to between 580 and 630. (One solidus is 
worth three tremisses). The hoard includes 
coins struck from the same die in the same 
workshop as some from Sutton Hoo. A 
bracteate (stamped gold pendant), a gold 
bar and two other pieces of gold were found 
at the same time, suggesting the hoard 
should be seen as bullion, valued by weight 
rather than face value. As the hoard was 


found near an Anglo-Saxon cemetery, it may 
have been buried in a barrow and scattered 
by centuries of ploughing. 

Some of the coin types were not 
previously known, and another was only 
known from a drawing in a book dating to 
1666 (the actual coin subsequently lost). 
The previous largest early Anglo-Saxon coin 
hoard — 101 coins in a purse — was found 
at Crondall in Hampshire in 1828. The 
Sutton Hoo purse contained 37 coins. They 
are Merovingian tremisses, the latest dated 
to 625. The Staffordshire hoard, discovered 
in 2009 and dating to the mid-seventh 
century, does not include coins. BBC News, 
3 Nov; news.artnet.com, carlanayland.org, 
dailymail.co.uk, 4 Nov 2021. 


TINY WARHORSES 

The image of the medizeval warhorse as 

a giant beast is a myth, according to new 
research. Most mounts of the era were 
below 14.2 hands, no bigger than modern- 
day ponies. (A hand is four inches and 
measures height from the ground to the 
top of the shoulder.) In period dramas, the 
animals chosen for mediaeval warhorses 
are uSually 17 hands to 18 hands — 
equivalent to massive Shire horses bred for 
pulling heavy loads. Researchers analysed 
equine skeletons from 171 archeological 
sites across the country dating from AD 
300 to 1650. Horses of 15 hands to 16 
hands, the size of modern racehorses and 
showjumpers, were “very rare indeed” even 
in stables owned by royalty. irishexaminer. 
com, 10 Jan 2022. 


W HERKT 


TOP: An exceedingly rare find for a metal detectorist on his first search in 10 years: a Henry Ill gold penny. 
ABOVE: Some of the curved Iron Age coins, known as ‘rainbow cups’, discovered in northern Germany. 


ABOVE: The Rutland Water ‘sea dragon’ — a giant ichthyosaur found at the bottom of a reservoir. BELOW: The diminutive Bible found by a detectorist on farmland near York. 


TINY RELIC 

A tiny gold Bible has been found by 
detectorist Buffy Bailey on farmland near 
York. The half-inch (1.5cm) long relic, 
resembling a charm from a bracelet, weighs 
around 0.2o0z (5g) and is made of 22ct or 
24ct gold. It dates from the 15th century 
and may have been owned by a relative of 
King Richard III. It was found near Sheriff 
Hutton Castle, North Yorkshire, where the 
king lived, and features engraved images 

of St Margaret of Antioch and St Leonard, 
patron saints of childbirth. It may have been 
a bookmark or part of a birthing girdle, and 
been made by the blacksmith who created 
the Middleham Jewel, a pendant found 40 
miles (64km) away near Middleham Castle, 
Richard IIl’s childhood home. That sold for 
£2.5 million in 1992. D.Express, Metro, 5 
Nov 2021. 


PREHISTORIC GIANTS 

A fossil found in Northumberland has 
shown that massive millipedes once 
roamed England. It was up to 8ft 7in (2.6m) 
long and weighed about 110lb (50kg). 

It is thought to have been a fearsome 
predator, eating crabs and lizards, and was 
probably the largest land animal on Earth 
during the Carboniferous period. Preserved 
tracks showed they were once all over the 


: The tiny Bible dates from 
_ the 15th century and 


may have been made by 


: a relative of Richard III 


country. They probably went extinct in the 

: early Permian, around 250 million years 

: ago. The fossil — a 2ft 5in (75cm) section 

: of up to 14 millipede segments — was 

: found in a sandstone boulder that had 

: fallen from a cliff onto the shore at Howick 
: Bay, Northumberland, in January 2018. 


The critter would have had 32 segments in 
: total and around 60 legs — so not literally a 


millipbede, which by definition has at least 
1,000 legs. The first ‘true’ millipede was 
only recently discovered in a gold mine 

in Western Australia. It was eyeless, just 
over 4in (10cm) long, and had 1,306 legs. 
D.Mail, The News (Portsmouth), 21 Dec 


: 2021. 


e A giant ‘sea dragon’ or ichthyosaur 


turned up in the Midlands in February 


2021. The fossil — said to be one of the 
greatest finds in British paleontological 
history — was spotted on the bottom of 
Rutland Water, the largest reservoir in 
England, as conservations drained water 


to improve the habitat for breeding birds. 


It is 32ft (10m) long with a skull weighing 
a ton, and lived about 180 million years 
ago. It might belong to a species called 
Temnodontosaurus trigonodon, but if it 


turns out to be a new species, it will be 


named after its founder, Joe Davis. Two 
incomplete, smaller ichthyosaurs (which 
became extinct 90 million years ago) were 


found at Rutland Water in the 1970s. 


Ichthyosaurs, which sometimes grew 


to 80ft (24m) in length, had the largest 


eyeballs of any vertebrate — 10in (25cm) in 
diameter. D.Mail, D.Express, 10 Jan 2022. 
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ANGLIAN WATER 
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THE ECLIPSE INN 


GHOSTWATCH 


Imagine being the last 
person left inside a 
haunted building each 
and every night, entrusted 
with the duty of going 
round and turning off all 
the lights. Such is the 
responsibility that Mr Elliot 
Fearne discharges each 
night at The Eclipse Inn in 
the centre of Winchester 
in Hampshire. It is the first 
hostelry in 2022 to be 
announced as “Britain’s 
most haunted pub”. 

“Lots of strange things 
have been happening. 
Everybody was telling me 
about all the different 
ghost activity that goes 
on. It’s not something 
| believed in when | 
first arrived until lots of 
strange things started 
happening.” So said Mr 
Elliott Fearne when interviewed by the 
Hampshire Chronicle, regarding his short 
time at this ancient city centre pub where 
he has served as relief manager since last 
summer. 

Since Mr Fearne took charge, perplexing 
incidents include a female apparition 
witnessed by a woman customer, strange 
object movements and unexplained noises 
experienced by himself late at night. 

This ancient inn already enjoyed a long- 
standing reputation for being haunted 
ahead of his arrival. Dating back to the 
16" century, the ghost of The Eclipse is 
popularly identified as Lady or Dame Alice 
Lisle (1617-1685), executed outside in 
the marketplace in September 1685. 
Convicted before the infamous Judge 
Jeffreys for harbouring two dissenters 
after the Battle of Sedgemoor, she 
was imprisoned at the pub after being 
sentenced to be burnt for treason. 
Mercifully, her sentence was commuted 
by James II to beheading (following the 
example of Henry VIII with Anne Boleyn). 
Dame Alice thus died swiftly on a scaffold 
hastily constructed outside, the last 
woman to be executed by decapitation. 
She is claimed as ‘the Grey Lady’ who 
has reputedly haunted the area for over 
80 years. According to Christina Hole in 
Haunted England: A Survey of English 
Ghost Lore (1940), “Tradition says the 
sound of her silk dress and tapping of 
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“I saw a tall womanina 
long grey woollen dress 
standing in a corner of 
the landing...” 


her heels were long afterwards heard in 
the corridors of Moyles Court, and that 
sometimes she was seen passing down 
Ellingham Lane in a driverless coach drawn 
by headless horses.” Since then, the main 
focus of her return is the pub, with her 
reputedly walking down the corridor outside 
the bedroom where she spent her last 
night on Earth in human form. 

Such a history has proved irresistible for 


KEEPING AN EYE ON THE HAUNTED WORLD 


LEFT: The Eclipse Inn, 
Winchester. BELOW LEFT: 
Manager Elliot Fearne 
beneath a portrait of Lady 
Alice Lisle. 


ghost-hunting tourists 
and Mr Fearne has 
maintained a tradition 
of encouraging them to 
investigate. The most 
impressive experience 
so far occurred during 
just such a tour he 
arranged for a couple 
one evening last year. 
Mr Fearne had sent the 
couple upstairs after 
telling them the history, 
pointing out the most 
active areas “up on the 
corridor and near the 
ladies’ toilet”. However 
— as often happens — 
the real activity was 


. simultaneously taking place unrecognised 
: at that very moment. Another couple 

: had arrived in the bar and were sitting on 

: the opposite side of the room, not being 

: a party to the tour of the first couple. 
According to Mr Fearne, “This lady walked 

: in, her husband bought drinks, she went to 
: the toilet then sat down and said she had 
a conversation with a lady upstairs.” 


Astonished at overhearing this remark, 


: Mr Fearne asked, “Are you telling me that 
: you have just seen a lady upstairs? She 

: said ‘Yes’.” Checking at once with the 

: ghost-hunting couple, both confirmed 

: no other woman had been present with 

: them and no trace of this mysterious lady 
: could be found. The implications shocked 
: everyone. Contemplating the situation, 

: their conclusion was this ‘extra’ woman 

: must have been a ghost! 


Half a century ago, writer Jack Hallam 


: reported an eyewitness to the Grey Lady 

: in the same passageway at The Eclipse, 

: stating: “Il was cleaning the carpet on 

: the first-floor landing at about 10 in the 

: morning and had a feeling somebody was 
: watching me. | looked over my shoulder 

: and saw a tall woman in a long grey 

: woollen dress standing in a corner of the 
: landing. | could not see her face...” The 

: experience of brushing against someone 
: invisible in the corridor was also recorded 
: (The Haunted Inns of England, 1972). The 
: tendency of many sightings to occur just 


when least expected and to a person not 
thinking of ghosts at the time is common. 

Mr Fearne has yet to see this female 
phantom himself, but he has experienced 
strange sounds and object movements, 
some shared with other members of staff. 
He recalls: “I was by myself and | was 
about to lock up. | was having a cigarette 
outside and | could hear banging from 
inside the pub, which freaked me out.” On 
another occasion, while on the top floor, 
he heard noises, as though something 
was being moved around in the next room. 
The next day, both he and his co-manager 
noticed an intense atmosphere, described 
as “a really heavy vibe”. 

Again, strange noises here are nothing 
new, noted by a succession of writers 
during the 1970s and 1980s, including 
Marc Alexander (Haunted Inns, 1973); Guy 
Playfair (The Haunted Pub Guide, 1985) and 
Peter Underwood (Ghosts of Hampshire 
and Isle of Wight, 1985). Underwood 
mentions strange banging sounds at The 
Eclipse, which he speculated might be 
a ghostly echo of the hammers used in 
constructing the scaffold in 1685. Could 
these be the same sounds heard by Mr 
Fearne over 35 years later? Completing the 
range of current manifestations, the chef 
has experienced fridge and freezer doors 
opening without explanation in the kitchen 
— and in the bar the tops and lids of gin 
bottles have popped off by themselves. 

While Mr Fearne has no plans to quit, 
it seems the haunting is playing on his 
nerves: “It’s particularly freaky at night 
time when you’re locking up. The light 
switches are on one side of the bar, so 
you’ve got to rush around in the dark with 
your light on to try and get out as quick as 
you can because you don’t want to see 
any ghosts.” But so far, it seems, on his 
nightly round he has not lost his head. 
(“Manager speaks of his spooky run-ins 
at Winchester’s Eclipse Inn”, Hampshire 
Chronicle, 13 Jan 2022). 

As The Eclipse began experiencing its 
latest round of phenomena, it seems 
another pub was suffering equal troubles 
in Northumbria, with unexplained events 
taking a much greater toll upon its staff. 

Shortly after 3.40am on 22 September 
2021, police received a 999-call 
concerning a suspected burglary at the 
Black and Grey pub and restaurant on 
Newgate Street, Morpeth, following sounds 
like a break-in. Duly summonsed, three 
police cars attended the former coaching 
inn, which dates back to the 18" century. 
The police found no sign of any forced 
entry or suspicious damage. Instead they 
discovered two frightened women, sisters 


Richelle Stocks and Ashleigh Naisbitt, 

the joint licensees, both greatly alarmed. 
“It kind of sounded like metal banging 
together, like if you’d grabbed some pots. 
That’s why we thought it was getting closer 
because down the corridor is the kitchen,” 
says Ms Stocks. They had taken over just a 
month before and had not expected this. 

More was to come. Later, reviewing CCTV 
images, they discovered “human-looking” 
shadows glimpsed “bobbing across the 
bar”. Two days later this inspired Ms 
Stocks into mounting a challenge to the 
ghost, by now named ‘Paul’, to tempt it 
into manifesting. In the presence of the bar 
manager, she placed a pen on the palm of 
her hand and declared: “If there’s anybody 
there, move this pen.” The resultant CCTV 
footage shows her leaping to her feet 
in apparent surprise when the pen did 
just that, appearing to rotate upon her 
outstretched palm. 

This seems to have triggered other 
troubling physical phenomena. As at The 
Eclipse, fridge doors have opened by 
themselves and iPads flown off shelves; 
and there have been “lots of footsteps”. 
Another clip of CCTV film reportedly shows 
a stationary broom suddenly lurching 
forward and hitting an employee in the 
back. 

Consequently, one member of staff 
is “too scared” to enter the cellar, also 
after hearing banging sounds. One 
manifestation that personally alarmed 
Ms Naisbitt might be termed an aural 
doppelganger. This was hearing one day a 
voice resembling her mother “very clearly 
saying ‘Hi girls’. | turned around and said, 
‘Hey mum, come on in, we’re just in here’, 
but she wasn’t there. There was no one 
there.” 


Both sisters think an entity is present 
and is engaged in “letting us know that 
there’s something there but not actually 
taking it too far.” Even though the sisters 
feel that overall it is ‘gentle’, Ms Stocks 
is driven now to say of her own pub- 
restaurant, “I would never sleep there on 
my own, never.” (“Staff at haunted pub to 
scared to go to work because of human 
shadows” (D.Mirror, D.Mail, 19 Jan 2022.) 

It is to be hoped that some comfort 
and reassurance may be drawn from such 
manifestations being relatively common 
over many decades, and for the large part 
physically harmless. Mistaking unexplained 
footsteps and ghostly noises as burglars 
inside haunted pubs is long established 
(e.g. The Grenadier in Knightsbridge, 
“Rather a ghost than a burglar” D.Express, 
23 Dec 1967; FT244:16-17; unexplained 
thumps and bumps were heard at The 
Queen’s Head in Blyford, Suffolk, by a 
police officer and a bar full of customers 
in early December 1969 (Joan Forman, 
Haunted East Anglia, 1975). 

Potentially, low-level hauntings ought 
to be listed among the hazards of the 
licensed trade. (See Haunted! Britain’s 
Spookiest Pubs by Michael Tomlin, a 
collection published in the organ of the 
pub industry, The Morning Advertiser, 
in 1998). As Andy Owens, author of 
Haunted Bradford (2007), put it concerning 
phenomena at the Dog and Gun at 
Oxenhope, Yorkshire, where plates jumped 
off walls: “Ghosts are seen by thousands 
of people each year, implying that such 
experiences are much more common than 
is generally accepted. Anyone, it seems, 
is susceptible to such an encounter.” 
(Haunted Bradford, 2007; also Bradford & 
Telegraph Argus, 31 Oct 2007.) 


ABOVE LEFT: Sisters Richelle Stocks (holding a pen that reportedly moved on its own) and Ashleigh 
Naisbitt, licensees of The Black and Grey pub in Morpeth, Darlington. 
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KEEPING AN EYE ON THE HAUNTED WORLD 


ABOVE: The Dog and Gun, Oxenhope, where plates have been known to jump off walls. 


This is very true. For example, The 
Times on 10 Nov 2021 mentioned cricket 
administrator Keith Bradshaw once seeing a 
ghost inside a grace and favour apartment 
at Lord’s Cricket Ground, as did his then 
wife and a housekeeper. This interesting 
fact appeared in the obituary for Mr 
Bradshaw, regrettably supplying no further 
information. 

Of course, with any haunting, whether 
great or small, one should look for ordinary 
explanations first, and relatively small 
incidents may point to normal explanations. 
Tony Jinks, a psychologist specialising 
in paranormal belief, emphasises how 
anomalous psychologists may be keen 
on “the simpler types of paranormal 
experience which are attributable to 
straightforward cognitive mistakes”, 
including “mild ‘poltergeist’ infestations 
where household objects seem to go 
missing or have moved.” (An Introduction 
to the Psychology of Paranormal Belief and 
Experience, 2012.) 

Some may be what parapsychologist 
William Roll (1926-2012) acknowledged 
as “ersatz poltergeists” or (as others 
may label them) “phoneygeists”, where 
misperceptions of normal stimuli generate 
belief in a haunting, to the alarm of 
residents. Equally, with other cases, 
phenomena take place that do not yield to 
such a ready explanation. Witnesses may 
not realise immediately that a haunting is 
underway, being oblivious to any pattern or 
particular feature at the time. Only later do 
similarities between the recorded incidents 
become apparent, sometimes after weeks, 
months or decades. 
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Investigators often have 
to take on the role of a 
sympathetic counsellor 


to an affected household 
——————————————————————— 


Active haunts can involve a mixture 
of ordinary and paranormal events, with 
the task of the investigator being to try 
and unravel which is which. Because of 
their unpredictable nature and the fact 
manifestations cannot be guaranteed to 
occur at regular intervals, a mild haunting 
can be a cause of sporadic shocks and 
accumulating worries in many households. 

Many people today lack a firm religious 
faith or coherent philosophy of life by which 
they can encompass and contextualise 
random anomalous experiences. One 
problem is that at all levels people are 
generally very badly informed about 
paranormal phenomena in the 21* century 
(see The Secret History of Poltergeists 
and Haunted Houses: From Pagan Folklore 
to Modern Manifestations, 2012, by 
Claude Lecouteux). Often dependent upon 
misleading depictions carried in the mass 
media, an excess of breathless ghost 
hunting TV shows and blood-curdling horror 
fictions, adults can suffer disproportionate 
fear and alarm. No matter how some grown 
adults adore Star Wars, Harry Potter or the 
Marvel comics universe, these provide no 
basis for coping with paranormal incidents 
in real life. As CS Lewis said regarding 


fantasy tales, “the slightest suspicion it was 
true would turn the fun into a nightmare.” 
(Miracles, 1948). 

Fears may easily be compounded by 
irresponsible, thoughtless and often 
downright idiotic pronouncements rashly 
uttered by outsiders, including dubious 
psychics, Devilobsessed fundamentalists 
or hot-headed ghost hunters drawn to 
the scene, often ostensibly to give help, 
succour and relief. Even when acting in 
good faith, careless remarks may succeed 
in aggravating fears to the extent that some 
hapless residents become gripped by the 
notion “that any interference will only anger 
it” — whatever ‘it’ is. 

More responsible investigators often 
have to pick up the pieces, taking on the 
role of a sympathetic counsellor and helping 
restore a sense of balance and perspective 
to an affected household. A non-sensational 
and sympathetic approach is needed to 
calm nerves, and sensible reassurance 
is especially important in the 75 per cent 
of poltergeist cases that appear person- 
centred, where an individual appears to be 
generating the phenomena themselves, 
often entirely unconsciously. Enquires can 
reveal that the lives of such individuals 
and households are often stressful (the 
late Maurice Grosse observed he invariably 
found stress of some variety in affected 
households). Reducing tension and anxiety 
may bring a halt to manifestations fairly 
quickly. 

Much more difficult to account for — and 
curb — are the other 25 per cent or so of 
long-period poltergeist cases that resemble 
fixed-place haunts. In these, phenomena 
may be reported over many years, 
regardless of changes in occupancy — pubs 
often feature — and their duration and the 
fact they are not linked to any particular 
occupier suggests an independent force or 
presence. With these cases, it is important 
to remain open-minded and as objective 
as far as possible, if any progress in 
understanding is to be made. 

Still, | suspect many researchers will 
have to go a long way to match the calm 
rationality and sang-froid displayed in 1873 
by a Devon clergyman, the Revd Brooke 
de Malpas Egerton, when confronted by a 
ghost at his rectory at Uplyme. (Haunted 
Houses, 1907, by Charles Harper). 

Coming into his study one day, the Revd 
Egerton was surprised to find an unknown 
old lady seated in his armchair by the fire. A 
minister secure in his faith and subscribing 
to the early Victorian theory labelling all 
ghosts the productions of disordered brains 
affected by digestive troubles, he refused 
to admit the evidence of his own eyes. 
Seeing but not believing, he successfully 
extinguished this spectral trespasser in his 
study by going and sitting on it. 
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Attack of the killer dolphins? 
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In January, the Palestinian military group 
Hamas released a video claiming that Israel 
used trained dolphins to kill swimmers, 
presenting in evidence a harness 
supposedly taken from one such dolphin. 

In 2015 Hamas claimed the Israeli Defence 
Force was using spy dolphins, and the new 
story received much the same mocking 
response from the media. The official State 
of Israel account sarcastically Tweeted eight 
dolphin emojis. But could there be some 
truth in it? 

A Wikipedia page devoted to “Israel- 
related animal conspiracy theories” includes 
a kestrel captured by Hezbollah, a vulture 
in Lebanon, shark attacks off Egypt, wild 
boars, rats and even lizards supposedly 
sent to spy on Iranian nuclear sites. Clearly 
there is paranoia at work, with any animal 
with a tag assumed to be carrying a ‘spy 
microchip’ or similar nefarious device. Killer 
dolphins certainly look like part of the same 
pattern. 

Dolphins are famously playful and friendly 
creatures. For thousands of years they have 
swum alongside boats, riding the bow wave 
and leaping for the sheer joy if it. There are 
numerous accounts of dolphins rescuing 
swimmers in trouble, summoning help or 
driving off sharks. Organised swimming with 
dolphins is a popular activity, sometimes 
with quasi-mystical overtones. All of which 
makes killer dolphins seem even less likely. 

Military dolphins have a long pedigree 
though, with the US Navy’s Marine Mammal 
Program going back to the 1960s (see 
FT381:10-11). Dolphins can swim deeper 
and faster than scuba divers, making them 
valuable for marking or retrieving items from 
the seabed, as well as in a security role. 

“Both dolphins and sea lions also 
assist security personnel in detecting and 
apprehending unauthorized swimmers 
and divers that might attempt to harm 
the Navy’s people, vessels, or harbour 
facilities,” according to a US Navy official 
page. 

The Mark 6 Mod 1 Marine Mammal 
System is a dolphin trained to find and 
tag enemy swimmers. When the dolphin 
locates an enemy diver, it comes back to its 
handler’s boat and rings a bell. The trainer 
places a conical marker buoy over the 
dolphin’s snout. The dolphin then ‘tags’ the 
swimmer with the buoy, which floats to the 
surface, flashing a strobe light to mark the 
location for the security team — but nothing 
more than that. 

“The Navy does not now train, nor has it 


When the dolphin 
locates an enemy diver, 
it comes back to its 


handler and rings a bell 
SS | 


ever trained, its marine mammals to harm 
: or injure humans in any fashion or to carry 
: weapons to destroy ships,” according to 

: an official statement. Rumours and leaks 
about a ‘swimmer nullification program’ 

: suggest otherwise. 


James Fitzgerald, who worked on the 


: Navy’s dolphin programme in the 1960s, 

: claimed some were trained to tackle 

: intruders, although fairly gently. “We trained 
: them to either pull the mouthpiece of the 

: regulator from the diver’s mouth or push 

: him to the surface,” said Fitzgerald. “Then 

the dolphin would hit a response paddle 

: hanging from a buoy that would trigger an 

: alert signal. Between a man and a dolphin, 
there was no contest.” 


Others suggested some dolphins were 


more dangerous. Brandon Webb, in his 

: memoir about life as a Navy SEAL, says they 
: practised evading ‘enemy’ combat dolphins. 
: In the exercise these were dolphins trained 

: “to track down enemy divers, with a device 
strapped onto the head that contains a 

: [simulated] compressed gas needle. Once 

: the dolphin has tracked you down, it butts 

: you; the needle shoots out and pokes you, 
creating an embolism. Within moments, 

: you're dead.” 


Former Navy dolphin trainer Michael 


: Greenwood described dolphins fitted with 
: “large hypodermic syringes loaded with 
pressurised carbon dioxide”, which would 
cause enemy divers to literally blow up. 


When cetacean expert Doug Cartlidge 


: visited the Russian facility in Sevastopol to 
: advise on dolphin care after their military 
dolphin programme was wound down, he 

: also found that some of the dolphins had 

: been trained to attack swimmers. Their 

: weapon was a harness carrying a 2000 psi 
: CO* cylinder tipped with a hollow needle. 


Ramming with their bony snout is 


dolphins’ natural means of defence, and 

: even sharks fear them. Dolphins are 

: agile and move at high speed and can 

: outmanceuvre a shark and ram its soft 

: underside, causing severe internal damage 
: or death. While dolphins could be trained to 
: attack human swimmers like this, it would 

: create a potential risk to anyone in the 

: water. Training with a dummy device is far 

: safer, as the dolphins are only dangerous 

: when armed with a live weapon. And as 

: far as the dolphin is concerned, it is just a 

: game of tag. 


While none of the descriptions mention it 


: by name, the weapon sounds like the Shark 
Dart developed by Farallon for US Navy 

: divers in the 1970s for defence against 
marine predators. The commonest type was 
: aslim dagger, with a CO? cartridge in the 

: handle anda long hollow needle for a blade; 
: there was also a spear. Stabbing a shark 

: injected high-pressure gas into its body, 

: affecting its buoyancy and forcing it to break 
: off the attack without leaving much blood 

: in the water. In practice the effects were 
said to be gruesome, with stories of internal 
: organs forced out of sharks’ mouths. 


The harness shown by Hamas is 


configured for just this type of weapon, 
: although no gas cylinder or needle were 
: recovered. 


The Centre for Applied Animal Behaviour 


: for Security Purposes at Tel Aviv University 

: is best known known for its work with sniffer 
dogs, but has also worked with various 

: other types of animal. In recent years these 
: have apparently included dolphins, so a 

: military dolphin programme seems more 

: than possible. And the IDF has tangled with 

Hamas divers before, putting up underwater 
: barriers and deploying special sonar to 

: intercept scuba divers involved in terrorist 

: attacks. 


Nature has equipped dolphins as superb 


: underwater guard dogs, and it would 

hardly be surprising if the IDF used them 

: in that role. Dolphins may naturally be 

: lovable aquatic acrobats, but the evidence 

: suggest they can easily be trained, although 
: unwittingly, as killers, and Hamas's claim 

: might not be as ridiculous as it first seems. 
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Sweden began 2022 with a wave 
of mystery drone sightings. On 
17 January, a drone was reported 
circling the Forsmark Nuclear 
Power Plant, and Sapo, the 
Swedish security agency, said 
they were also investigating 
drones seen over the Ringhals 
and Oskarshamn power plants. 
While Sapo refused to go into 
details, other sources described 
them as military-style, with large 
wings, and police have confirmed 
that the Forsmark drone was 
large and able to operate despite 
high winds. Further drones were 
sighted circling the Parliament 
buildings on the previous 
weekend as well as others over 
the royal palace and the Kiruna 
and Lulea airports. A police 
helicopter was seen pursuing 

a drone flying above it at a 
height of up to 1,000m (3,280ft) 
to the west of Stockholm, but 
authorities have not managed to 
down any, nor have they publicly 
identified anyone they believe 

is operating them, although 

they have confirmed that it 

is not being done by anyone 
known to authorities. All drones 
reported seem to be larger and 
with greater endurance than 
commercial models, so police 
view it as unlikely that they are 
being operated by pranksters or 
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TikTok users were 
bombarded with 
messages saying 
“War is coming” 


other amateur users. 

More than most countries, 
Sweden has form when it comes 
to mysterious, seemingly hostile, 
incursions into their territory. 

In the immediate post-war 
period, the country was beset 
by “Ghost Rockets”, considered 
by many to be a proto-UFO flap 
(FT293:26). Ghost rockets were 
usually described as fast-flying 
missile-shaped objects, with or 
without wings, but some were 
slower-moving and cigar-shaped, 
and they sometimes appeared 
in formations and carried out 
complex manoeuvres. Over 2,000 
sightings were logged between 
May and December 1946, most 
in daylight, and 200 produced 
radar returns. Mostly they were 
silent, but sometimes they were 
reported as making a hissing or 
fizzing sound and a significant 
number of them were reported 
to emerge from or dive into 
water. In what some consider 


to be an extension of the ghost 
rocket phenomenon, for many 
years Sweden was also beset by 
mystery submarines, beginning 
in the early 1960s and continuing 
well into the 21st century 
(FT322:12). These were sightings 
of, or sonar contact with, subs 
that could not be caught. As 
this was during the Cold War it 
caused considerable concern, not 
just in Sweden, but throughout 
NATO as well, with the paranoia 
being heightened when 
occasionally a Russian sub did 
show up in Swedish waters, such 
as when one ran aground off the 
Swedish coast in 1981. In the 
1990s, though, it was suggested 
that many of the mystery subs 
were mink swimming close to 
the detectors, as they produced 
similar responses to submarines 
further away. 

In what is almost certainly 
a rather chilling coincidence, 
at the same time as the drone 
incursions, preteen TikTok users 
in Sweden were seemingly being 
targeted with videos saying “War 
is coming”. The videos, which 
tell viewers that the Russians are 
going to bomb their country and 
maybe even invade, are causing 
widespread anxiety among 
children and concern among 
parents and teachers, and have 


Mysterious drones have been in the news once again as reports 
come in from Sweden of incursions at nuclear power plants 


LEFT: Forsmark Nuclear Power Plant in 
Sweden is one of numerous nuclear 
power stations around the world to 
have been targeted by mystery drones. 


caused a flurry of calls to BRIS, 
a children’s rights organisation 
that operates Sweden’s 
equivalent of ChildLine. 
Children’s fears are enhanced 
by the TikTok algorithm because 
once they have viewed one of 
these videos, it will direct them 
to other, similar ones, leading to 
many youngsters suffering an 
overwhelming fear of calamity. 
As with the drones, no clear 
source for these videos has 
been identified, and while it 
could be a foreign power, such 
as Russia or China, wishing to 
undermine Sweden’s morale, 
in this case it could equally 
be other Swedish teens using 
TikTok with malicious intent. 
Compared to most countries, 
Sweden is well equipped to deal 
with such onslaughts; at the start 
of January the country launched 
The Swedish Psychological 
Defence Agency, an organisation 
whose aim is to combat online 
disinformation by countering it 
and exposing perpetrators. 

And it is not just Swedish 
nuclear power stations that 
are being subjected to mystery 
drone incursions. Palo Verde 
Nuclear Power Plant in Arizona 
is the largest nuclear plant in 
the US, generating 35 per cent 
of Arizona’s power as well as 
feeding energy into the grid 
for cities as far away as San 
Diego and Los Angeles. In 2019 
it was subject to two nights 
of intensive drone activity, 
which the Nuclear Regulatory 
Commission (NRC) described 
as a “drone-a-palooza”. On 29 
September, security officers 
observed five or six drones over 
the site, flying at 200-300ft (60- 
90m) in altitude and showing 
flashing red and white lights. 
They also had spotlights that 
they used during their approach 
but turned off once over the site. 
They remained over the plant for 
more than 80 minutes and were 


estimated to be at least two feet 
(60cm) across, which rules out 
commercial drones, which are 
smaller and do not have this kind 
of endurance. They returned the 
following night, with four drones 
operating over the site for an 
extended period. While on both 
occasions police attempted to 
track down the drone operators, 
they had no success, and the 
drones did not return for further 
overflights until December, 
when a single large drone 
appeared over the site. By that 
time, drone countermeasures 
had been installed that were 
meant to pinpoint the operator 
within a 13-mile (21km) radius 
of the plant, but they were not 
successful. While there is a 
degree of detail available about 
the Palo Verde incursions, there 
is less information available 
about 57 other drone incidents 
at nuclear sites, mainly just 
location and date, all taking 
place between December 

2014 and October 2019, 

and while in some cases the 
perpetrators appear to have 
been tracked down, 85 per 

cent of the incidents remained 
“unresolved”, including multiple 
drone incidents at Limerick 
Power Plant, Perry Nuclear 
Power Plant in Cleveland, Ohio, 
and Diablo Canyon near San Luis 
Obispo in California. Nuclear 
storage sites got some attention 
too, receiving 300 unresolved 
drone visits. While none of the 
drones in any of these incidents 
showed hostile intent, they do 
demonstrate that someone is 
able to operate significant sized 
vehicles in the airspace over 
sensitive facilities with impunity, 
and they could well be mapping 
the sites and testing defences 
for future attacks similar to 
those carried out on Saudi oil 
facilities by drones controlled by 
Houthi rebels from Yemen. These 
encounters also bring to mind 
the long history of UFO/UAP 
activity over nuclear sites, going 
back to “green fireballs” seen 
over the Los Alamos nuclear 
labs in 1948 and including 

the Bentwaters/Rendlesham 
incident in 1980 (FT204:32-39), 
involving one of the few UK 
sites storing nuclear weapons, 

a drone scare around French 


ABOVE: It’s not only power stations that have been receiving unwelcome visits — at least three US Navy vessels have reported 
being stalked by unidentified drones off the Californian coast. The drones evaded gunfire and defied attempts to bring them down. 


nuclear power stations in 2014 
(FT322:12) and the “tic tacs” 
buzzing US naval vessels more 
recently (FT403:40-47). 

Indeed, the US Navy has 
been having its own drone 
problems; documents recently 
released following a freedom of 
information request show that 
in July 2019 US Naval vessels 
were persistently stalked by 
unidentifiable drones off the 
Channel Islands of California, 
and that other branches of the 
US military and their allies have 
had similar experiences. The 
July 2019 incidents involved 
three ships, the USS Paul 
Hamilton, the USS Kidd and the 
USS Russell, interacting with 
multiple drones between 14 
and 31 July. These involved the 
drones manoeuvring round the 
ships in a highly dynamic and 
clearly co-ordinated way, evading 
gunfire and successfully defying 
the attempts of a specialist 
“Ghostbuster” team to bring 
them down with anti-drone 
countermeasures. During the 
incident, the ships went into a 
defensive mode and minimised 
their electronic signatures in 
case the drones were there to 
gather intelligence. Leaked 
photos from the incident show 
triangular craft, but they did 
not exhibit any of the physics- 
defying behaviour that has been 
seen with UAPs - although the 
journalist responsible for the 


leak, Jeremy Corbell, claims the 
videos depict extraordinarily 
complex vehicles capable of 
“transmedium” travel, moving 
between the water and the 
atmosphere with ease. However, 
in a press conference relating 
to the incident, Chief of Naval 
Operations Michael Gilday said 
there were no indications they 
were extraterrestrial in nature. 
In December 2019 and 
January 2020, it was residents 
of Colorado, Nebraska and 
Kansas who were being plagued 
by drone swarms, with regular 
sightings between 6pm and 
10pm of drones with wingspans 
of up to 6ft (1.8m) flying in 
grid formation. At one point, 
a Nebraska deputy reported 
seeing 30 to 50 drones in the sky 
at the same time and Colorado 
deputy sheriff Vince Iovinella 
attempted to chase one showing 
red, white and green lights that 
outran him. Placido Montoya, 
35, a plumber from Fort Morgan, 
Colorado, also gave chase after 
seeing blinking lights in the 
sky, but he said they “took off 
very fast” and he hit 120mph 
(103kph) before losing them. For 
a brief period, they seemed to be 
all over the place, with Iovinella 
saying that he received more 
than 30 calls from locals seeing 
drones; then, just as quickly, they 
stopped. Brett Tingley from The 
War Zone, a defence publication, 
says there is little doubt many 


of the sightings were real as 
they “appeared legitimate 
enough to local and state law 
enforcement, and the FAA, to 
take the sightings seriously”, 
but Vice reporter Aaron Gordon 
believed they were “a classic 
case of mass hysteria”. The 
Colorado Department of Public 
Safety (CDPS) examined 23 
drone sightings between 6 and 
13 January and determined 13 
sightings were planets, stars, 
or “small hobbyist drones”. Six 
sightings were determined to 
be “atmospheric conditions 
or identified commercial 
aircraft”, while four remained 
unidentified. Certainly, 
Montoya’s tale of being unable 
to catch twinkling lights even at 
high speed suggests he may have 
been chasing stars, but Iovinella 
dismisses the idea that all 
sightings were down to hysteria 
saying, “I was irritated by people 
saying we didn’t see nothing, 
because that’s not true. I know 
what was happening those first 
few days of the drones. They 
were there,” although he agrees 
some people were probably 
seeing planes, particularly once 
the stories were all over the 
media (see FT391:17). 
Forbes.com, 30 Jul, 7 Sept 2020; 
Observer, 18 Apr 2021; thedrive. 
com, 15 Dec 2021; defenceone.com, 
16 Jan; BBC News, 18 Jan 2022. 
See also FT308:24-25, 321:28, 
335:20, 371:12, 392:14, 406:38-44. 
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ALIEN ZOO _ news From THE CRYPTOZOOLOGICAL GARDEN 


ABOVE LEFT: Detail from the Standard of Ur showing a team of kungas pulling a four-wheeled wagon in battle. 


LET’S ALL DO THE KUNGA 
Depicted in Mesopotamian art and 
referred to in cuneiform writings dating 
back 4,500 years from the Fertile 
Crescent region of the Middle East, the 
long-vanished kunga was a powerful 
horse-ike creature that was used as a 
draft animal to pull war wagons into battle 
and royal chariots during ceremonial 
parades. However, it has long been a 
puzzle to archaeologists and zoologists 
alike, because the domestic horse Equus 
caballus was not introduced into this 
region until 4,000 years ago, and the 
only known equine beasts that did exist 
there at the time of the kunga were the 
domestic donkey E. africanus asinus 

and the Syrian wild ass E. hemionus 
hemippus, both of which were smaller 
and far less sturdy than the kunga — so 
what was it? Unlike many mystery beasts, 
there are actually physical, tangible 
remains of the kunga in existence, 
because as it was such a valuable, useful 
work beast, specimens were sometimes 
buried alongside persons of high social 
status, with several kunga skeletons 
having been discovered at the northern 
Syrian burial complex of Umm el-Marra. 
Unfortunately, however, the bones of 
kungas, donkeys, wild asses, and horses 
as well as mules and other equine 
hybrids, all look very similar, so although 
kunga bones have been examined, no 
conclusive identification of what the 
kunga actually was has ever resulted — 
until now. In January 2022, published 
research in the journal Science Advances 
revealed that DNA samples had been 
extracted from the bones of one buried 
kunga specimen from Umm el-Marra and 
subjected to comparative sequencing 
analyses with other equine forms. These 
analyses confirmed that it was a hybrid 

— the offspring of an interspecific mating 
between a male Syrian wild ass anda 
female domestic donkey. Because such 
matings would not occur naturally, and 
as the kunga, being a hybrid, was almost 
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certainly sterile (just like the mule), it 
was therefore evident that in order to 
perpetuate the kunga strain, male wild 
asses were being deliberately captured 
and mated with female domestic donkeys 
on a regular basis 4,500 years ago in 
the Fertile Crescent — thereby making 
the kunga the earliest recorded human- 
engineered hybrid. But when the horse 
was introduced here 500 years later, 
the kunga was no longer needed, so the 


breeding of it ceased, and this remarkable 


creature vanished from existence. Of 
course, one could ask why, now that 

the kunga’s precise hybrid nature is 
finally known, scientists are not excitedly 
proclaiming “Let’s resurrect it!” by once 
again mating male Syrian wild asses with 
female domestic donkeys. The answer 

is as tragic as it is simple — no such 
restoration can take place because the 
kunga’s paternal progenitor, the Syrian 
wild ass, is itself now extinct, as a result 
of over-hunting, with the last two known 
specimens both dying in 1927. So unless 
the kunga and/or the Syrian wild ass can 
be recreated via genetic means in the 
laboratory one day, the kunga is doomed 
to remain nothing more than a collection 
of bones, a few mentions in cuneiform 
script, and some images in ancient art. 


RIP. www.science.org/doi/10.1126/sciadv. 


abm0218; www.smithsonianmag.con/ 
smart-news/ancient-mesopotamian- 
kungas-are-the-earliest-known-animal- 
hybrid-bred-by-humans-180979419/ 


PRAYING FOR MANTIDS 
The European praying mantis Mantis 
religiosa lives and breeds widely in 


southern Europe (as well as in Africa, Asia, : 


and also, having been introduced there, 


North America), but this alienesque insect 


does not exist in Britain — officially, that is. 
In reality, however, it may now have begun 
to establish itself here too. In August 
2021, an adolescent (and hence still 
wingless) male specimen was captured 
in Stratford-upon-Avon, Warwickshire, 


ABOVE RIGHT: A praying mantis, M. religiosa. 


after being found at Bordon Hill Nurseries, 
and was transferred to Stratford Butterfly 
Farm. Its origin is not known, but it may 
have remained concealed on a plant 
imported by the nursery. However, this 

is not an isolated occurrence — it follows 
on from a significant ongoing discovery 
that began in September 2020. This 

was when Richard Lewington observed 
several adult praying mantids in a garden 
in Oxfordshire. In 2021, the garden’s 
owner contacted him, stating that she had 
spied a juvenile (nymph) mantis there, 

so he returned to investigate; following 

a thorough search he discovered a 2in 
(5cm)-long nymph. This is believed to be 
the first record of breeding in the wild 

by M. religiosa in Britain. Although most 
reports of praying mantids in the UK do 
indeed most likely involve escapee pets 
or accidental introductions, some have 
been reported from southern coastal 
regions away from human habitation, 
indicating that these may constitute 
genuine migrants from continental Europe. 
Fellow mystery beast investigator Shaun 
Histed-Todd from Exeter, who is monitoring 
UK mantis reports on Facebook groups, 
has told me of people allegedly finding 
egg cases and nymphs in their gardens, 
mostly around Sussex, but also a few in 
Devon and Cornwall. Coupled with all of 
this is the steady, continuing expansion 
of this species’ distribution range from its 
traditional southern Europe heartland into 
more northerly climes following warmer 
weather in recent years for which global 
warming is being held responsible. So 

if this trend persists, Britain may soon 
gain a new and very distinctive species 

of insect breeding here — which is good 
news for entomological enthusiasts, 

but not so good for that varied array 

of other insects upon which it preys 
(when not praying!). https:/metro. 
co.uk/2021/12/04/european-praying- 
mantis-could-be-breeding-in-uk-due-to- 
global-warming-15697129/; Shaun Histed- 
Todd, pers.comm. 


ALVESGASPAR / WIKIPEDIA 


CATASTROPHES! 


FELINE FIRESTARTERS 

A spate of fires in South Korea 
have been traced to pet cats. 
The Seoul Metropolitan Fire 
and Disaster Department issued 
a statement saying that cats 
had caused at least 197 house 
fires between January 2019 
and November 2021. They had 
done so by switching on electric 
hobs that have touch-sensitive 
buttons by walking or sitting 
on them. Once switched on, the 
hobs caused fires by overheating 
or by igniting flammable 

items left on or near the stove. 
Four people were injured in 
cat-induced fires during the 
period, although half the fires 
took place when no one was in 
the house. The number of fires 
started by cats has been on the 
increase it seems; they caused 
31 fires between January and 
September 2019, up from just 
eight in 2016. The Fire and 
Disaster department suggested 
using an electric stove with 

an automatic lock function 

to prevent the risk of further 
conflagrations. editioncnn.com, 
31 Dec 2021. 


CATELLITE DISHES 

Over the last couple of years 
billionaire Elon Musk has been 
launching hundreds of Starlink 
satellites intended to bring 
high-speed Internet connections 
to parts of the world where 

they are otherwise unavailable, 
but the rollout has been 
experiencing an unexpected 
snag. In order to use the system, 
subscribers need a satellite 
dish, which can be installed on a 
roof or at ground level. With the 
cold weather, subscribers have 
been finding their ground level 
dishes full of cats, and while it 
is not clear whether they block 
the signal, they can damage the 
dish or knock it out of alignment 
with the satellites. “Starlink 
works great until the cats find 
out that the dish gives off a 
little heat on cold days,” said 
user Aaron Taylor on Twitter. It 
seems that one of the dishes’ 
functions may be to blame; they 
have a “snow melt mode” that 
heats the dish up to get rid of 


any snow that accumulates in it, 
and the heat is attracting cats 
looking for somewhere warm to 
shelter as temperatures plunge. 
There is little Starlink can do 

to solve the problem, except to 
recommend installers site the 
dishes out of the reach of felines. 
businessinsider.com, 7 Jan 2021. 


KEITH THE THIEF 

While we have regularly 
featured kleptomaniac cats, 

few have been as persistent or 
prolific as a small black cat from 
Christchurch, New Zealand, 
dubbed “Keith the Thief” by his 
neighbours. Most nights see him 
come home with an assortment 
of items he has purloined, and 
his owners, Ginny and David 
Rumbold, usually start their 
day by rounding up his night’s 
haul and putting it in plastic 
containers at the front of their 
house so locals can retrieve their 


property. During his three-year 
burglary career Keith has come 
home with a local prison officer’s 
shirt, a glue gun, eels from a 
nearby river, a complete washing 
line full of washing, and, a 
particular favourite, a roofer’s 
steel-toed boots. Keith has made 
off with these on numerous 
occasions, despite their owner 
stuffing 2.5kg (5.51b) weights 
inside them to try and keep 
them from disappearing. Keith’s 
antics do not seem to annoy 

his neighbours, who treat him 
with amused tolerance, but 

he recently attracted police 
attention when he returned 
from what was clearly a 
memorable night on the tiles 
with a cannabis bong, a bag of 
unidentified white powder and 

a pair of lacy knickers that he 
left draped prominently over the 
Rumbolds’ fence. “We’ve been 
playing a bit of cat and mouse 


Elon Musk's Starlink satellites sabotaged by chilly cats, kitchen 
firestarters of South Korea, and other tales of feline felony worldwide 


LEFT: South Korea has witnessed a 
growing spate of fires caused by cats 
switching on electric hobs. BELOW 
LEFT: The “Snow melt mode” on Elon 
Musk’s Starlink satellite dishes has 
proved irresistable to freezing felines 
looking for somewhere warm to shelter. 


with this prolific offender,” a 
police spokesperson said. “Of 
particular concern is Keith’s 
latest find - an implement 

used to smoke cannabis. We’ll 
be seizing the implement and 
speaking to Keith about where 
he’s acquired it from.” telegraph. 
co.uk, 23 Dec 2021. 


PLAGUE CAT 


A woman in Fremont County, 
Wyoming, was diagnosed with 
pneumonic plague, a rare 
version of plague that can be 
spread from person to person, 
or from animals to people, by 
sneezing. She was believed to 
have contracted the disease 
while handling a sick cat and 
was reported to be experiencing 
“serious symptoms” while 
being treated with antibiotics 

in hospital. The US Center for 
Disease Control said cats are 
“highly susceptible” to plague 
and are a known source of 
infections in people, adding that 
cats with pneumonic plague 
“can pose a significant plague 
risk to owners, veterinarians and 
others who handle or come into 
close contact with these animals 
due to possible aerosolization 

of bacteria”. livescience.com, 30 
Sept 2021. 


CAT VS BAT 

The epic 1,253-mile (2012km) 
journey from a park near 
Heathrow to the village of 
Molgino in the Pskov region of 
Russia made by an 8g (0.30z) 
natusius’ pipistrelle bat set a 
new migration record for the 
species. It’s journey, though, 
came to an abrupt and messy 
end when it was killed by a cat. 
A ring with a “London Zoo” 
tag attached to its arm enabled 
a local bat group to discover 
its origin and establish the 
migration record. D.Telegraph, 
7 Aug 2021. 
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STRANGE DAYS 


STRANGE CONTINENT | 


ULRICH MAGIN rounds up the weirdness from Europe: 
fish falls, lake monsters and castrations on demand. 


ABOVE: A transient hill figure was formed by 700 sheep and some goats in Schneverdingen on 3 January 2022 — a 300ft (100m) long vaccination syringe. Shepherd 
Wiebke Schmidt-Kochan lured her animals into place by strewing bread crumbs on the grass. Arzte Zeitung, 3 Jan 2022. 


SMALL FRY 

Far less sensational than 

the fish rain of Texarkana in 
Arkansas in December 2021 
(FT415:4) was a minor incident 
in Ilmenau, Thuringia, Germany, 
in 2021. On 18 October, police 
found about 100 dead guppies 
spread over an area of about 
some 50 yards at a roundabout. 
“We cannot say at the moment 
where the fish came from 

or how they died,” a police 
spokesperson said. Police 

then stated that they believed 
the fish had been thrown out 
of a car and that they were 
looking for possible witnesses. 
Rheinpfalz, 19 Oct 2021. 


MUNICH EUNUCHS 

At a trial in Munich in October 
2021, a 66-year-old electrician 
admitted to castrating eight 
men on their own demand. 

He was put on trial for severe 
bodily injury and murder 

by wilful default - as one of 

his “patients” died from the 
treatment while the electrician 
passively looked on. The 
electrician had offered his 
services on an internet platform 
for sadistic sexual practices. 
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Strangely another electrician, 
this one in Australia, was also 
sentenced to prison after 
offering similar services 

(see FT410:10). Kolner Stadt- 
Anzeiger, 29 Oct 2021. 


SEA MONSTER 

A sunfish, the world’s heaviest 
bony fish, was washed ashore 
at Ameland, a Dutch North Sea 
island, on 14 December 2021. 
The dead animal was almost 2m 
long and 1.84m wide; another 
sunfish, even larger at more 
than two metres in length, had 
already been stranded on the 
island on 13 December 1889. 
The new specimen will be 
exhibited at Naturalis-Park 

in Leiden, which also houses 
the 132-year-old specimen. 
netzwerk-kryptozoologie.de, 29 
Dec 2021. 


WEIRD WEATHER 

As if Covid were not enough, 
late 2021 saw all Europe 
plagued by freak weather. 
There were heavy storms and 
floods in Istanbul, Turkey; in 
November, snow fell on the 
deserts of Spain, and large 
parts of Mallorca were hit by 


a hail storm which turned the 
Mediterranean island into a 
winter landscape. Individual 
hailstones were as large as 
tomatoes and were piled up to 
a foot deep in Cala Ratjada and 
Son Servera. The ice cap soon 
vanished when temperatures 
rose to 14 degrees C again. 
Kolner Stadt-Anzeiger, 6 Nov; 
euronews.com, 20 Nov; spiegel.de, 
1 Dec 2021 


ALIEN BIG CATS 
2021 was not the best year for 
Alien Big Cats in Europe with 
only a few sightings reported, 
even at their usual haunts 
in Italy in Spain. The last 
Spanish ABC was a panther, in 
September 2020, in Granada. At 
the same time, Laura Antonini 
sent her photo of a black cat in 
the Collserola Mountains near 
Barcelona to newspapers, which 
suggested that the “alien” look 
was due to perspective and it 
was just a moggy after all. La 
Vanguardia, 21 Sept, 5 Oct 2020. 
Ihave already covered the 
serval near my own home 
in Germany (FT391:24), but 
sightings, and captures, of 
servals appear to be on the rise 


elsewhere. In April 2021, after a 
series of sightings of a panther 
around Bari, southern Italy, 
forest police spotted the cat and 
found it was only a serval “of 
the same colour”. If this means 
the serval was black instead 

of its usual tawny colour with 
black spots, this might indicate 
a very rare animal. metronews.it, 
26 Apr 2021. 

Back in Germany, in October, 
an “escaped exotic pet” that 
was observed near Stadtlohn in 
northern Germany was caught 
and proved to be another 
serval - this time with regular 
pelt colouring. The animal was 
traced to a Dutch owner in 
Winterswijk in the Netherlands, 
which is close to Stadtlohn. 
netzwerk-kryptozoologie.de, 

17 Oct 2021. 


STRANGE LIGHT 

A weird light caused a minor 
sensation in Switzerland 
after Evelyn Zuberbuhler- 
Ehmann posted the photo of 
the phenomenon over Flawil, 
some 10 miles (16km) south 
of Lake Constance, on a local 
Facebook group. The incident 
happened shortly before 


midnight on 10 December 2021, 
when many people spotted 

“a brilliant blue light in the 
night sky”. “I have observed 
similar lights occasionally in 
the last few years. The light is 
always at the same spot, but 
we can’t hear thunder or such,” 
Ms Zuberbihler-Ehmann 
explained. Later, eyewitnesses 
wrote in to say they had also 
seen the light from other 
places, such as Herisau, where 
“it was like a flash of lightning, 
you could not look at it 
directly.” 

Soon speculation was rife 
about what the light might have 
been. One user was certain it 
was a laser projected from the 
Santis, the highest mountain 
in the local area, where an 
experimental “laser lightning 
rod” had been deployed 
since May to divert lightning. 
Roger Perret of Meteonews 
ruled out a meteorological 
event, but suggested it was 
the light of a large house fire 
at St Josefen. Other ideas, of 
course, included a landing by 
aliens, while the air traffic 
control agency Skyguide ruled 
out the misidentification of 
a common aircraft. Marco 
Scirroco thought the light 
had been caused by military 
manoeuvres, explaining: “In 
my service time, we held target 
practice on the Schwagalp.” 
However, Markus Krucker, 
the local military commander 
ruled this out, as there had 
been no military exercises on 
that specific day. He suggested 
that the light had been due to 
flashes on the overhead lines 
of a train, which he said were 
especially common in cold 
weather. Readers wrote in to 
confirm this identification with 
their own experiences. It was 
also pointed out that there had 
been an electrical blackout 
in Appenzell Canton on the 
very same night, although how 
this would result in a brilliant 
light was not explained. 

“So the cause for the light 
remains unidentified,” said 
one news website, adding 
that “there is still much room 
for speculation.” One user 
suggested “it was the baby 


Jesus on his way to a Christmas 
present factory.” www. 
fm1today.ch, 13+14 Dec 2021. 


RAGING RELIGION 

On Sunday, 5 December 2021, 
a spectacular case of demonic 
possession frightened hundreds 
of the assembled pious in the 
pilgrimage church Madonna 
of Monte Merico in Vicenza, 
Italy. A 28-year-old woman 
suddenly shouted blasphemies 
and obscenities while in the 
confessional box and started 
to attack her priest. The 
church had to be closed and 
churchgoers were sent home, 
but the priest did not call for 
police, but for an exorcist, 

Don Giuseppe Bernardi, who, 
with four brothers, tried to 
exorcise the evil spirit in an 
eight-hour session. Shocked, 
the local press reported on the 
case, and Church authorities 
informed the Public Attorney’s 
Office, which is investigating. 
In Italy, exorcism is still a 

daily occurrence, and the 
International Union of 
Exorcists, associated with the 
Vatican, believe they offer their 
services about a half million 
times a year in Italy alone. Each 
Diocese has official exorcists, 
and the number of cases has 
risen considerably due to the 
Covid pandemic. Ildebrando 
Di Fulvia, an exorcist in the 
Cistercian Abbey of Casamari, 
south of Rome, warns that 
“many people believe they 

are possessed but only a few 
actually are.” Most alleged 
possessions were cases of 
severe depression or psychic 


STRANGE DAYS 


Many people 
spotted “a 
brilliant blue 
light in the sky” 


disorders, therefore, each 
exorcism must be preceded 

by a careful psychological and 
medical examination — as is 
the provision of the Vatican’s 
“Rituale Romanum”, the 
official Church handbook for 
exorcists. Kolner Stadt-Anzeiger, 
10 Dec 2021. 


LAKE MONSTERS 

Lake Enol, 1,000m (3,280ft) up 
in the mountains and 10km (six 
miles) from Spain’s Asturian 
coast, was formed by the 
withdrawal of a glacier. Today, 
it is a well-known beauty spot 
with restaurants and a visitor 
centre, which is why bus driver 
Jorge Torano directed his coach 
to the Pilar mountain pass 

on 12 October 2021. When he 
looked at the lake he noticed 
“something strange floating 

in the water”, as he told the 
local newspaper El Comercio. 

It appeared to him like “a 

kind of light greyish snake... 
about 15m [50ft] long. It was 
quite an animal to behold!” 
Astonished, he stopped and 
parked his bus to have a second 
look. “I have no idea what it 
could be, but I’ve been here at 
the lakes my whole life and ve 
never seen anything like it,” 

he said. He took pictures of the 


LEFT: The Santis Laser Lightning Rod 
in action. Was this the source of the 
Lake Constance mystery light? 


phenomenon, which actually 
show very little. The report soon 
spread on social media and the 
silent beauty spot was overrun 
with visitors. Several “logical” 
explanations for the sighting 
have been proposed, among 
them reflections in the water 

or an exotic pet. Yet the most 
likely solution was presented 
by the unnamed Coordinator 
for the Study and Protection of 
Marine Species (CEPESMA). 
According to El Comercio, 

he studied the images and 
attributes the sighting to “an 
emission of gases from the 
bottom, which can appear 
linear and can be confused 
with a kind of snake.” Such 
subaquatic releases of gas have, 
in the past, also been used to 
explain reports from Loch Ness. 
ABC Madrid, 13 Oct 2021. 

In October 2021, Stralsund 
artist Ian Wiskow announced 
he intended to deploy a model 
of the Dargun Dragon in the 
Klostersee, or Abbey Lake, 
at Dargun in Mecklenburg- 
Vorpommern, Germany. The 
Lake was created by monks in 
the 14th century. Before that, 
as legend has it, it was a swamp 
where a dreadful dragon lived 
and ate local maidens. Three 
boys with beautiful singing 
voices drowned it, saving 
the town. Wiskow became 
fascinated by the dragon as 
a child and thinks it would 
fit nicely with other touristic 
sights of the region. The 
artificial “monster”, which is 
called Nessi (without the ‘e’), 
will occasionally surface in the 
lake and then submerge again. 
“To achieve this, I will make a 
rotating hump on its back,” says 
Wiskow. He plans to build three 
individual models, which will 
sit below the surface and be 
moved by water hoses that turn 
large wheels with fibreglass 
scales. If the monster of Dargun 
catches on, he plans to make 
his next model dragon on Lake 
Lucerne in Switzerland, “where 
we have a similar legend.” 
Ostsee-Zeitung, 15 Oct 2021. 
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When is a false flag attack a false false flag attack, as opposed to a real false flag attack? 
NOEL ROONEY searches the recent news for an increasingly elusive sense of reality. 


CORY DOCTOROW / FLICKR 


CAPTURE THE FLAG 
The idea of the false flag 
attack has been a staple 

of the Conspirasphere for 
more or less ever. Equally, in 
the eyes of the mainstream 
media, false flags are, well, 
false from the start. So it was 
something of a surprise to 
see major US media outlets 
speculate on the possibility 
that the Russians were 


planning precisely such a non- : 


existent gambit in Ukraine. 

The sabre-rattling contest 
that has gone on around 
Ukraine (almost exclusively in 
the West, it has to be said) 
has provided a space for all 
kinds of exotic theorising. 

Not conspiracy theorising, of 
course; political wonks and 
hacks alike are clear that they 
deal only with realities on the 
ground. So the resemblance of 
the ‘Russian false flag’ theory 
to conspiracism is obviously 
coincidental. 

The idea seems to be that 
Russia is preparing ‘crisis 
actors’ (yes, respectable 
media outlets did use that 
phrase without a trace of 
irony) to stage a fake attack 
on the autonomous enclaves 
in eastern Ukraine, which 
they will use as a pretext 
for invasion because, as 
everybody knows, the 
Russians really want to start 
World War Ill. Apparently, such 
attacks can be distinguished 
from the regular attacks by 
Ukrainian forces (the real 
Ukrainians, not the crisis 
actors) that have taken place 
on a regular basis since 
Donbass et al declared 
autonomy. This is the kind of 
ontological perspicacity that 
distinguishes political realists 
from conspiracy theorists; 
when people with their digits 
on the global pulse see what 
looks like an illusion to the 
rest of us, they know it’s really 
happening. 

An outside observer might 
think that this shift in the 
imagination of the media — or 
shift in the media’s idea of 


Sy om 
rid War IIT 


Sometimes, 
though, you can 
stretch a good 
villain too far 


their readers’ imaginations — is 
ultimately rather damaging 

to the idea of the news as an 
objective, fact-based analysis 
of world events, which might 
further undermine a level of 
trust that was reportedly rather 
low to begin with. Like the 
story itself, with its oscillating 
aura of reality/fiction, it leaves 
the reader with an unsettling 
feeling that their sense of 

the real world is being played 
with. Perhaps it’s a try-out for a 
new school of journalism that 
eschews verifiable facts for 
something more evanescent 
and dependent on the beliefs 
of the reader, a form of 
ideological infotainment (and 
perhaps that’s not so new 
after all). 

The resultant outrage in 
the C-sphere is both amusing 
and instructive. Along with 
the avalanche of posts 
crowing about the MSM finally 
admitting the existence of 
false flags (at least when it 
suits them), there is a small 
but growing tide of awareness 
that a different kind of 
invasion is taking place. A few 
commentators have drawn 
attention to the mainstream 
use of terms and concepts 
usually reserved for — and 


roundly vilified because of — 
conspiracists. They see it as 
lying somewhere between 
Damascene conversion and 
outright theft. And ‘lying’ is 
an interestingly operative 
term here; the overwhelming, 
consensus is that the story 
is alie, a species of false 
false flag story, as opposed 
to the real false flag stories 
that conspiracists favour. I'll 
leave the reader to follow that 
thought down a rabbit hole 
lined with mirrors. 

As readers of this column 
are aware, | have been 
banging on for years about 
the migration of conspiracy 
theory into the mainstream. 
It has come as a Surprise 
to me to be writing about a 
reciprocal shift, where the 
mainstream migrates into the 
Conspirasphere; but there is a 
certain inevitable logic to it. 

There is of course a similar 
inevitability about stories 
in the media that resemble 
conspiracy theories; in shady 
tales of dubious veracity, one 
can more or less guarantee 
that the punchline is: the 
Russians are behind it. 
Whether it’s propelling reality 
TV populists into power by 
warping the minds of the 
American electorate (and 
for a surprisingly modest 
investment), or paying 
bounties to terrorists to shoot 
at the Americans they already 
seem to be shooting at (once 
they’ve elbowed the cash- 
toting Iranians and Chinese 
out of the way), the Russians 
in general, and Vlad the bear- 
slayer in particular, can be 
dimly perceived lurking in the 
background. 

This level of venomous 
devotion is another trope that 
looks for all the world like it’s 
borrowed from the C-sphere: 
think Hillary Clinton and body 


counts (or disappeared babies; 


or sinister pizza toppings); 
George Soros and colour 
revolutions (every shade but 
red). Sometimes, though, 
you can stretch a good villain 


too far, as the good people of 
Canada might attest. 

Recently Ms Nil Koksal, 
the evening news anchor of 
Canada’s national broadcaster, 
the Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation, floated the idea 
that the Russians were actively 
supporting the Freedom 
Convoy (the protest by truckers 
against the vaccine mandate), 
and in fact were suspected of 
instigating it, in retaliation for 
Canada’s support for Ukraine 
in the not-quite-real, false flag- 
infested confrontation one 
can only see if looking east. 
The parliamentarian asked 
to comment on the theory, 
Marco Mendicino, looked 
every bit as flabbergasted as 
the overwhelming majority of 
viewers probably were. 

In any version of the world 
where reality was on the front 
foot, this might be considered 
strangeness of the highest 
water; a home-grown protest 
vilified by no less than Justin 
Trudeau — the missing man of 
Canadian politics who tested 
positive for Covid and promptly 
disappeared when the 
truckers got within 50 miles 
of his front door — as a bunch 
of red-neck neo-Nazis (no 
resemblance to the current 
Ukrainian regime intended, 
presumably) was actually yet 
another Russian false flag. 

It was heartening to see 
the Daily Mail, that bastion 
of British journalistic integrity, 
express its incredulity and use 
the term ‘conspiracy theory’ 
about the curious broadcast. 
But it begs a bigger question: 
reality, where are you? 


SOURCES 

https:/edition.cnn. 
com/2022/02/03/politics/us- 
alleges-russian-false-flag-ukraine/ 
index.html; https:/off-guardian. 
org/2022/01/24/pandemic- 
narrative-over-false-flag-in-ukraine- 
next/; www.dailymail.co.uk/news/ 
article-10468751/CBC-spreading- 
conspiracy-theory-Russian-actors- 
trucker-vaccine-mandate-protests. 
htmlwww.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us- 
canada-59854916 


DOTTED ZEBRA / ALAMY STOCK PHOTO 


WEIRD PHYSICS 


INVISIBILITY (SORT OF) 
While it won’t be possible to use 
this discovery to make yourself 
vanish any time soon, researchers 
at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (MIT) have managed 
to demonstrate a quantum effect 
that can make matter invisible 

- but only a very specific kind 
under very specific conditions. 
Long known to be theoretically 
possible, the process, known as 
Pauli blocking, has never been 
experimentally created in the lab 
before. It relies on a fundamental 
feature of the quantum world, 
the Pauli exclusion principle 

- that within an atom two 
subatomic particles cannot 
coexist in the same energy level. 
Once one particle occupies a 
level, it excludes any others, 
meaning that every atom has a 
finite number of energy states 
that its subatomic particles 

can have. It is this that gives us 
the different properties of the 
chemical elements, and indeed 
it is what makes matter solid 
and able to interact with other 
matter. 

Normally, when a photon, a 
particle of light, hits an atom, it 
bounces off one of the subatomic 
particles in that atom, pushing 
the particle up to a higher energy 
state. This deflects the photon, 
which, if it then reaches our eyes, 
enables us to see the object of 
which the atom is part. What 
researchers have done is to take 
lithium gas and use lasers to both 
squeeze it and cool it, making it 
very dense and taking it to within a 
tiny fraction of a degree of absolute 
zero (-273.15 °C/-459.67 °F). At 
this temperature, the subatomic 
particles lose energy and take on 
a highly specialised form known 
as a Fermi sea where they are 
packed together at the lowest 
energy, unable to move up or 
down in energy states because 
other particles already occupy 
them; this is Pauli blocking. 

In this state, the subatomic 
particles are so packed they 
cannot interact with light, so 
photons pass through the gas 

as if it was not there, making it 
invisible. While this isn’t going to 
lead to invisibility cloaks, it may 


be useful in quantum computers, 
which are sensitive to disruption 
from light interacting with their 
quantum components. livescience. 
com, 19 Nov 2021. 


QUANTUM TARDIGRADE 
One of the weirder aspects 

of the quantum world is 
“entanglement”, a phenomenon 
in which two subatomic particles, 
such as photons, become bound 
to each other so that a change 

to the properties of one particle 
instantaneously causes the same 
change in the other, no matter 
how far apart they are, even if 
they are separated by the width 
of the Universe. This “spooky 
action at a distance” disturbed 
Einstein, as relativity makes 

it impossible for anything at 
larger scales to travel faster than 
light, but whatever leads to this 
entanglement clearly has the 
effect of doing so at subatomic 
levels, and while multiple 
experiments have confirmed 

the reality of entanglement over 
the last century, how it works 
remains mysterious. Despite this, 
researchers seeking to define the 
boundary where quantum effects 
no longer work and classical 
physics takes over have been 
attempting to entangle larger 
and larger objects, managing to 
do so with things up to the size of 
living bacteria. Now they claim 
to have entangled a multicellular 
organism: a tardigrade. 
Notoriously indestructible, 

these tiny creatures — between 
0.008 and 0.018in (0.2 to 
0.45mm) long - can survive both 
extremely high and very low 
temperatures, having walked 
away unscathed after being shot 
from guns, boiled, exposed to 


intense ultraviolet radiation, 
and even crashed onto the Moon 
(see FT385:9, 395:19, 410:21). 
They do this by turning into 
tough, dehydrated barrel-shaped 
structures known as “tuns”, 
suspending all their biological 
functions. Now, an international 
consortium of physicists say 
they have successfully put a 
tardigrade tun into temporary 
quantum entanglement. They 
did this by freezing the creature 
to within a fraction of a degree 
of absolute zero, then putting 

it into a circuit where it formed 
what is called a “qubit”, a unit 
of information used in quantum 
computing. They then entangled 
that with two other qubits and 
were able to get all three to 
change frequency together, 
indicating that quantum 
entanglement of the tardigrade 
had indeed occurred. After the 
experiment, they warmed up 
the three tardigrades and found 
that while two had died, one 
reanimated successfully, saying, 
“the tardigrade survived the 
most extreme and prolonged 
conditions it has ever been 
exposed to,” making it the first 
quantum entangled animal in 
history. livescience.com, 21 Dec 
2021. 


ACCIDENTAL WARP DRIVE 
For a long time, warp drives 

that would allow spacecraft to 
travel at speeds faster than light 
by warping the fabric of the 
Universe seemed to belong firmly 
in the realm of science fiction, 
but in 1994 mathematician 
Miguel Alcubierre came up with 
a mathematically valid solution 
to creating such a drive without 
violating the laws of physics. 


High strangness from the quantum realm: invisibility, but not as we 
know it, nanoscale warp drive craft and entangled tardigrades 


While this worked in theory, it 
was dismissed as impractical due 
to its need for exotic materials 
and vast amounts of energy that 
would make the whole thing 
impossible to engineer. Early 
this century, though, NASA warp 
drive specialist Harold G White 
reworked the maths and found 
a solution, coming up witha 
theoretical design known as the 
“Alcubierre/White Warp Drive”. 
This would create a bubble of 
warped space around an object 
that could then move across the 
Universe at incredible speeds 
as the light speed limit only 
applies to things moving within 
the Universe, not the structure 
of the Universe itself. Now, White 
reports that his Limitless Space 
Institute has accidentally created 
one of these bubbles, saying: 
“To be clear, our finding is not 
a warp bubble analogue, it is a 
real, albeit humble and tiny, warp 
bubble.” 

When the team made their 
discovery they were carrying 
out research on Casimir cavities, 
micro-scale structure subject to 
quantum effects that have all 
kinds of promising applications, 
but which, until now, were 
thought to have nothing to 
do with warp bubbles. It was 
pure coincidence that when 
the phenomenon manifested, 
White was on hand to recognise 
it for what it was. He says that 
the finding confirmed the 
theoretically described shape of 
a warp bubble and its negative 
energy features, and suggests 
paths that might, one day, result 
in a warp drive craft. While his 
team is not funded to do warp 
drive research and this was 
simply a serendipitous discovery, 
they have come up witha 
proposed design for a testable 
nanoscale “warp drive craft” 
that other researchers could 
investigate. They also outlined an 
experiment that would involve 
stringing several Casimir-created 
warp bubbles together in a 
chain-like configuration that 
would allow researchers to better 
understand the physics of the 
warp bubble structure. thedebrief. 
org, 6 Dec 2021. 
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JUSTO GALLEGO MARTINEZ 
Justo Gallego Martinez gained 
worldwide renown as “God’s 
crazy bricklayer” for spending 
60 years building a cathedral out 
of recycled junk, masonry and 
donated materials in Mejorada 
del Campo, Spain. Born into a 
farming family in 1925, his early 
life was heavily disrupted by the 
turmoil of the 1936-39 Spanish 
Civil War, after which he became 
a novice in a Trappist order, but 
was forced to leave when he 
became ill with tuberculosis, 
preventing him following his 
vocation to the priesthood. He 
recovered from the disease 
though, something he credited 
to the Virgin of Pillar, and to 
give thanks Martinez began 
building a hermitage to her in 
1961, working alone and without 
the benefit of scaffolding or 
machinery, on land he had 
inherited from his parents. Over 
time, the simple hermitage 
developed into a cathedral. 
Martinez’s cathedral building 
was funded with rent from 
further farmland he owned, 
private donations, and a 2005 
soft-drink advertisement. Its 
12 columns and 28 cupolas 
were made out of oil drums 
and other discarded metal, 
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while other materials were 
scavenged or donated by 
construction companies and a 
local brickworks. He never drew 
up formal plans for the building, 
but was guided by God, and 
never got planning permission 
or official authorisation. He 
simply levelled the site, drew 
out the shape of the structure 
on the ground and started 
building. Among the buildings 
that inspired him were St 
Peter’s in the Vatican, the White 
House in Washington and a 
variety of Spanish churches and 
castles. He had no knowledge 
of architecture or engineering 
and survived on “sweat and 
intuition”, with his “effort and 
tenacity grounded in his faith”. 
His working day began at 6am, 
and he would labour on his 

own for 10 hours a day, except 
on Sundays, although in his 
later years six family members 
and occasional volunteers also 
helped. By the time Martinez 
died last year, his cathedral 

was an 86,000ft? (7,989m”’ 
structure, with a 120ft (37m) 
dome modelled on St Peter’s, 

a crypt, side chapels, cloisters, 

a baptistry, library, and 2,000 
stained-glass windows, and was 
still unfinished. 


While Martinez was adored 
in his hometown, where three 
days of official mourning were 
declared on his death, Spain’s 
Roman Catholic Church never 
recognised the cathedral as 
a sacred building, nor did 
they comment on his passing. 
However, a certified architect 
has now come forward to 
regularise the cathedral’s 
planning status and a Spanish 
Roman Catholic peace 
association, Mensajeros de la 
Paz (Messengers of Peace), has 
taken over its ownership and 
promised to complete it, saying: 
“Tt saddens us that he has gone 
without seeing it finished - but 
he dedicated his life’s work to 
creating this precious cathedral, 
and it will now always bear his 
name: Justo’s Cathedral.” 

Justo Gallego Martinez, devout 
Catholic and outsider architect, 
born Mejorada del Campo, Spain, 
20 Sept 1925; died, Madrid, 28 
Nov 2021, aged 96. 


JACQUES TITS 
Belgian-born mathematician 
Jacques Tits was a pioneer 

in the fields of group theory 
and incidence structures, 
winning the Abel Prize for his 
work in 2008. The prize is the 


ABOVE: Justo Gallego Martinez at work. 
LEFT: Justo’s Cathedral photographed 
in 2015. 


mathematics equivalent of the 
Nobel prize, worth 7.5 million 
Norwegian kroner (£632,000), 
and is presented to just one or 
two mathematicians a year. Tits 
was born in Brussels, and both 
studied and taught at the Free 
University of Brussels, as well 
as at the University of Bonn and 
the College de France in Paris. 
To meet the requirements of the 
College de France, that everyone 
who taught there had to bea 
French citizen, he renounced 
his Belgian citizenship and 

took French nationality, also 
becoming a member of the 
French Academy of Sciences. 
As well as receiving the Abel 
Prize, his work earned him many 
other prestigious awards and 

he was an honorary member of 
the Nicholas Bourbaki group, 

a pseudonymous collective of 
mainly French mathematicians 
who produce the influential 
Eléments de Mathématique 
textbooks. Tits is best known, 
though, for the number of 
mathematical theories that he 
enthusiastically put his name 
to, well aware of its resonance 
in the English-speaking world. 
These include the Tits building, 
a combinatorial and geometric 
structure, the Tits alternative, an 


TEOAMEZ / CREATIVE COMMONS 


important theorem about the 
structure of finitely generated 
linear groups, the Tits group, an 
element of group theory, and 
the Tits metric, a metric defined 
on the ideal boundary of a 
Hadamard space, a variety of 
spatial geometry. The Kantor- 
Koecher-Tits construction and 
the Kneser-Tits conjecture are 
also named after him. 

Jacques Tits, mathematician, 
born Uccle, 12 Aug 1930; died 
Paris, 5 Dec 2021, aged 91. 


GRICHKA & IGOR BOGDANOFF 
Descended from Austrian 
nobility, the Bogdanoff twins 
first came to public attention 
in the 1980s as presenters of 
a French TV show, Temps X, 
dedicated to popular science 
and science fiction and filmed 
on a lavish spaceship set. They 
showcased other SF shows for 
French audiences, including 
Doctor Who, The Prisoner and 
Star Trek, and hosted guests like 
electronic music pioneer Jean- 
Michel Jarre. Dropped from the 
show in 1987, they remained 
in the public consciousness 
for their eccentricity and 
apparent dedication to ever 
more extreme plastic surgery, 
although they denied this 
and maintained their altered 
appearance was the result 
of using “very advanced 
technology”. In 2010, The 
Sydney Morning Herald said 
that twins’ cheekbones were 
“so high and bulbous as to 
appear to threaten their 
owners’ vision,” adding that 
the “growth in their lips and 
chins continued unabated 
through the last decade.” “We 
are proud of having faces like 
extraterrestrials,” responded 
the twins. 

After their TV career 
ended, the Bogdanoffs turned 
to science, being awarded 
PhDs from the University of 
Burgundy - Grichka in maths 
and Igor in theoretical physics. 
Their subsequent publication of 
several jointly authored papers, 
such as “Topological field 
theory of the initial singularity 
of spacetime”, impenetrable 
even to physicists, led physics 
professor Max Niedermaier to 


ABOVE: Grichka (left) and Igor Bogdanoff photographed in 2016. 


say that the Bogdanoffs’ PhD 
theses and these papers were 
“spoofs”, created by throwing 
together theoretical physics 
jargon — the physics equivalent 
of the Sokal affair, which 
involved scientist Alan Sokal 
successfully submitting an 
intentionally nonsensical paper 
to a cultural studies journal 
(FT116:46-47). This provoked 
much online discussion, led to 
lawsuits and caused one of the 
researchers who had passed 
Grichka’s PhD to say: “I was 
completely mistaken. The 
scientific language was just an 
appearance behind which hid 
incompetence and ignorance of 
even basic physics.” An official 
report from the Centre national 
de la recherche scientifique 
(CNRS), concluded that one 

of their papers “cannot in any 
way be considered a scientific 
contribution” and described the 
theses as having “no scientific 
value”. This did not prevent 

the Bogdanoffs becoming 
professors of cosmology at the 
private Megatrend University 
in Belgrade in 2005, although 
the appointment contributed 
to the reputational damage the 
university sustained when its 
owner proved to be using bogus 
academic credentials. 

In recent years, images of the 
twins became cryptocurrency 
Internet memes, with the 
Bogdanoffs portrayed as “all- 
powerful market makers”. 

This amused them, and they 
claimed to have predicted 
cryptocurrencies on their 
Eighties TV show. The twins 
died of Covid within days of 
each other, neither having been 


vaccinated. “They were both 
athletic, with not an inch of fat, 
and they thought the vaccine 
was more dangerous than the 
virus,” said their friend, former 
French education minister Luc 
Ferry, who said they were not 
against vaccinations: “Like Igor, 
Grichka wasn’t antivax, he was 
just antivax for himself.” 
Grichka and Igor Bogdanoff, 

TV presenters, controversial 
scientists and body modification 
enthusiasts, born, Saint-Lary, 
Gers, France, 29 Aug 1949; died, 
Paris, 28 Dec 2021, aged 72. 


SKYLAIRE ALFVEGREN 
Skylaire Alfvegren, who died 
tragically at the age of 44, had 
her notions of reality altered 
forever when, as a child, 
she witnessed her first UFO 
alongside off-duty airmen at the 
landing of the Space Shuttle 
Discovery at Edwards Air Force 
Base in 1988. Her “unerring 
sense for the oddball” and 
“compelling and entertaining” 
way of processing data led her 
to work as a journalist, blogger, 
researcher and lecturer, whose 
talks included “Conspiracy 
Theory 2012: More Fact, Less 
Fiction,” “Charles Fort: Dogma 
Be Damned,” and “The Secret 
Life of Southern California.” 
She began her professional 
writing career as a teenager 
with a column of forteana 
for a nationally distributed 
magazine. ‘File O’ the Damned’ 
investigated cryptozoology, 
voodoo, UFOs and other less 
well known phenomena. 
From there, she acted as 
assistant editor for Ben is Dead 
Magazine and began writing 


for LA Weekly. Not yet of legal 
drinking age, she was hired as a 
consultant on Strange Universe, 
the Fox Network’s nationally 
syndicated “paranormal news” 
programme. She was staff film 
critic for the ahead-of-its-time 
Gen Y web magazine, iF use. 
com, and later, E! Online, before 
being sought out as a researcher 
for SyFy Channel as well as 
a consultant and producer 
for production companies 
specialising in ufological and 
unexplained TV programming. 
In the intervening years, her 
work appeared in publications 
as diverse as The Believer, 
Fortean Times, and Hustler 
(where she was known as 
“UFO Girl”), as well as many 
other publications, books, 
and websites. As a frequent 
radio guest, she was viewed 
as an adventurous, seasoned 
interviewer and appeared on 
the likes of Weird TV and The 
Conspiracy Zone. She worked for 
years as the associate editor of 
Paranoia: A Conspiracy Reader 
and as a columnist for UFO 
Magazine, while applying her 
vast knowledge of California — 
the esoteric, the dark and the 
weird — to the small screen. 
In 2007, she co-founded the 
League of Western Fortean 
Intermediatists (LOWFI) an 
investigative organisation 
and website dedicated to 
“exploring the mysteries and 
peculiarities of the American 
West,” which offered bloggers 
from Washington to Texas, guest 
editorials, readers’ reports, and 
a sense of community among 
forteans hither and yon. 
Skylaire avoided fighting 
the mainstream tidal wave of 
“political correctness” so she 
could swim in her own oceans. 
She was, indeed, characterised 
by some as an early fortean 
“groupie.” One of her favourite 
photo ops was with John A 
Keel. And she leapfrogged from 
there. Her autobiography would 
have been fantastic. 
Skylaire Alfvegren, writer, 
researcher and gonzo fortean 
journalist, born 9 April, 1977, Los 
Angeles; died 27 Aug 2021, Los 
Angeles, aged 44. 
Loren Coleman 
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ALIEN MEDIA INFLUENCES 

The interaction and influence of the media on 
how UFOs are reported and experienced is a 
cornerstone of the psychosocial hypothesis 
(PSH; see FT400:52-53) to explaining the 
belief in extraterrestrial UFO invaders. 

Martin Kottmeyer, in the pages of Magonia, 
made a strong case for such factors, 
especially in his 1990 article “Entirely 
Unpredisposed: The Cultural Background of 
UFO Reports”. Kottmeyer disputed the claim 
by UFO historian David Jacobs that science 
fiction and popular culture in general did 
not feature anything like the UFOs of the 
early flying saucer era, and showed that the 
Buck Rogers and Flash Gordon comic strips 
depicted disc-shaped space vehicles in the 
early 1930s and that abductionist Budd 
Hopkins failed to recognise the puny aliens 
in HG Wells’s The War of the Worlds were very 
similar to those reported by his abductees. 

The indispensable The Saucers that 
Time Forgot blog by Curt Collins and Claude 
Falkstrom also points out that Ray Palmer’s 
Amazing Stories pulp magazine carried 
numerous UFO-like stories before 1947 and 
notoriously promoted the long-running ‘Shaver 
Mystery’ (see FT127:36-41, 355:40-45). One 
story, “Star Base X” by Private Moore Williams, 
in the September 1944 edition, is about an 
Army aircraft crashing in the Antarctic. The 
soldiers find a teardrop-shaped spacecraft 
hidden in an underground cave that is crewed 
by eight diminutive humanoid aliens with 
hoofed feet. Fearful that the humans would 
use their advanced ET technology for the 
purpose of warfare, the aliens put the men 
in a cage created by their mental powers. 
These aliens have telepathic and hypnotic 
abilities, and can disguise themselves as 
humans to infiltrate our society — all of which 
are attributes of post-1947 alien encounters. 
With echoes of the Dulce base shoot-out, the 
story ends with the soldiers battling with the 
aliens, who escape in their spaceship; and 
fans of Philip J Corso’s The Day After Roswell 
should note that a surviving soldier resolves 
to reverse-engineer the alien craft using the 
equipment left behind in the ice cave. The 
blog mentions a better-known story “The 
Green Man” by Harold M Sherman, published 
in October 1946. This features a messianic 
alien visitor called Numar, who seems very 
much the prototype for George Adamski’s 
Orthon and a host of other contactee stories. 

Kottmeyer also gave several examples of 
film and TV influences on the Betty and Barney 
Hill case — most famously, he was the first 
to point out the similarity between Barney’s 
description of an alien with wraparound eyes 
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and an alien in “The Bellero Shield” episode of 
the TV series The Outer Limits (See FT322:46- 
48; 384:44-47). The problem is that we 
do not know if Barney actually saw that 
programme, and ,even if he had, that does 
not mean the Hills’ abduction is invalid, only 
that such media might have shaped how they 
understood and reported their experience. 
On a wider scale, if the PSH is correct, 
there should be a correlation between UFO 
flaps and peaks of popular interest in UFOs 
stimulated by the media. As an example, 
Steven Spielberg’s Close Encounters of the 
Third Kind was released in late 1977 and 
has been cited as causing a surge of UFO 
sightings in the USA the following year. Yet, as 
Kottmeyer states in his article “Do UFO Films 
Stimulate UFO Flaps?”, this rise in sightings 
was months later and after the film’s theatrical 
release had come to an end. Data from the 
UK, France and South America showed the 
film had very little influence on the number of 
sightings. Looking further back at the release 
dates of UFO movies compared with UFO 
report data from July 1956 to September 
1958, he found that 14 were associated with 
sighting increases and six with decreases. 
There does not seem to be any direct 
correlation in terms of creating UFO flaps, 
however Close Encounters in the UK did gain 
extensive newspaper coverage that sparked 
a widespread interest in the subject (see 
FT357:25, 358:31). Through UFOIN and Jenny 
Randles, | received numerous letters from 
people who had psychic or high strangeness 
experiences that they would probably never 


have reported if it were not for the film. Its 
portrayal of spindly aliens and abductions no 
doubt had a much more pervasive influence 
on abductees and researchers in the 1980s 
and to this day. 

In his more detailed “UFO Flaps: An 
Analysis” Kottmeyer shows that we began 
with the ‘Reconnaissance Theory’ to explain 
the presence of flying saucers, and then the 
‘Martian Hypothesis’, which tried to find a 
link between the position of Mars and UFO 
flaps. Mathematical models have tried to find 
patterns in UFO data, as have ‘Behavourist’ 
theories that suggest UFO visitations are 
manipulating human behaviour. Flaps might 
also be caused by extraterrestrial holiday 
makers in the ‘Tourist Hypothesis’ or by media 
influences under the ‘Silly Season’ heading. 
‘Crisis’, ‘Paranoia’ and/or ‘Mass Hysteria’ 
are also factors that might condition flaps. In 
some flaps, like the British phantom airship 
sightings of 1909 and 1913, we can see 
they were the product of ‘Crisis’ that fuelled 
‘Paranoia’ and ‘Mass Hysteria’. 

Getting meaningful statistical correlations 
between factors that condition UFO flaps is, 
like most things ufological, complicated and 
hard to prove. 

‘Science Fiction: Saucers Before Saucers’ 
at: https:/thesaucersthattimeforgot. blogspot. 
com/2022/01/science-fiction-saucers-before- 
saucers.html; ‘Entirely Unpredisposed’ 
at: http:/magoniamagazine. blogspot. 
com/2013/11/entirely-unpredisposed-cultural. 
html; ‘Do UFO Films Stimulate UFO Flaps?’ 
at: www.users.waitrose.com/~magonia/ 
ms57.htm; ‘UFO Flaps: An Analysis’ at: www. 
academia.edu/12960819/UFO_Flaps 


I’M AN ALIEN GET ME OUT OF HERE 
British TV entertainers Ant and Dec admit 
their acting career was killed off when they 
starred in the Alien Autopsy comedy film (see 
FT395:32-36). The same cannot be said for 
the ‘original’ alien autopsy footage that still 
generates plenty of heated debate. Despite 
Philip Mantle’s impressive examination of its 
origins in his book Roswell Alien Autopsy: The 
Truth Behind The Film That Shocked The World, 
it’s not a story to be killed off as easily as Ant 
and Dec’s big screen career. 

The further merging of fact and fiction came 
in 2015, when Uncensored, a New Zealand 
UFO magazine, promoted a short video clip 
that purported to show aliens in Area 51. 

It was claimed the footage was analysed 
frame-by-frame, but others soon identified it 
as coming from Ant and Dec’s film. Don’t be 
surprised if it pops up again on social media 
as a new discovery! 


UFO FILES / UFO CASEBOOK 


Astronomy has long had a love/hate 
relationship with UFOs. Most people know 
these things are supposed to be alien 
spaceships and think astronomers also 
know about them. That’s why witnesses 
have been calling Cheshire’s Jodrell Bank 
Radio Telescope — ever since it was 
constructed at the dawn of the Space 

Age — just to report that they have seen 
something strange in the sky. For decades, 
the frustrated call handlers would pass 
them on to me as, of course, it was not 
something Jodrell’s scientists were going to 
investigate. 

They have a telescope looking at the 
sky, some witnesses would tell me, so 
“they must know what | saw”. Some even 
believed the astronomers would have seen 
it too via that telescope. These witnesses 
were unaware of the difference between 
an optical and radio telescope — Jodrell is 
the latter. Indeed, astronomers in the SETI 
programme do use these to search for alien 
signals; but do not peer at the heavens 
to seek the intriguing glimmer a witness 
has seen whizzing past so as to identify its 
cause for the puzzled observer. 

Such false impressions are why every 
time TV shows involving astronomers 
debate UFOs, the focus can be mildly 
flippant and usually involves a comedian; 
analysis turns from the astronomical to the 
astrocomical. 

When the BBC series The Sky At Night did 
an episode on UFOs, the person they asked 
to present the evidence for the subject 
was the Goon Show comic legend Michael 
Bentine (pictured above). | met him a couple 
of times and chatted about his interest in 
UFOs and the paranormal, of which he had 
much first-hand experience (See FT64:32). 
But a debate between a Goon Show 
comedian and an extreme UFO sceptic like 
show presenter Patrick Moore was never 
going to result in the same sort of scrutiny 
of UFOs as would occur with studies of the 
atmosphere on Mars (likely warmer than a 
UFO chat with Sir Patrick! See FT370:33) 

That was years ago, of course. But the 
BBC covered UFOs again recently in the 
science series The Infinite Monkey Cage. 
It’s a light-hearted affair, but had some good 
minds present, including TV presenter Brian 
Cox. But it too had as its only UFO witness 
a comedian who wisecracked her way 
through the programme. Even Cox playfully 
pretended to bash the moderator on the 
head with an unidentified flying Jerry Clark 
UFO encyclopedia. 


The UFO phenomenon has been 
mistreated by scientists both because it 
defies simplistic explanations and because 
they make the error of assuming UFO 
researchers are fools looking for ET — 
although the sensible ones have always just 
looked for answers. Indeed, ufologists had 
moved beyond the “UFOs are spaceships” 
hypothesis (so beloved of the media) long 
before most scientists had acknowledged 
there might be something else entirely at 
work in the UFO mystery. 

Perhaps UFO researchers are, by nature, 
mavericks, and most scientists just took 
the view that these things are best left to 
the crazies, who are allowed freedom to 
think the unthinkable as long as they don’t 
expect more than a giggle in response. 
When | worked with scientists | was 
sometimes asked to leave their names out 
of the results as it might jeopardise their 
next research grant. ‘Free thinkers’ can 
contemplate an unlikely cause and have no 
funding to worry about, and the media shun 
the cautious and love the bizarre, as it sells. 

So it’s no surprise that science has an 
innate reluctance to think UFOs worthy of its 
time. There’s also the rather large stumbling 
block that UFOs are all but impossible 
to investigate other than retrospectively: 
basically, it’s like someone saying they saw 
an invisible elf in the sky that we have no 
idea was ever really there or will ever return, 
even if we stood there looking upward for 
100 years. 

Nonetheless there have always been 
new ideas about what might be happening, 
such as the adoption by European UFO 
researchers of the UAP (Unidentified Aerial 
Phenomena) concept: in essence, yes, 
these things are unidentified and are seen, 
and are potentially some kind of novel 
phenomenon we have only experienced 
since we had the ability to explore the upper 
reaches of the atmosphere. That is a far 
better definition of a UFO than ‘Unidentified 
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Flying Object’ ever was, because ‘flying’ 
hints at a machine being controlled by 
someone, which should never have been 
the first assumption. Ufologists developed 
the concept of UAP in Europe in the early 
1980s. It featured in several of our books 
written then in the hope of building a bridge 
with science and finding some common 
ground while escaping the presumption that 
we were looking for little green men. 

It is worth noting that Michael Bentine 
was quite possibly the first genuine UFO 
investigator in the UK and one of the first 
to investigate a UAP, though he never used 
that term. He was an RAF intelligence officer 
during WWII. Three years before Kenneth 
Arnold saw his flying saucer, he was charged 
with debriefing air crew from missions over 
Europe who had seen strange balls of light 
buzzing their planes (nicknamed foo fighters 
by the Americans). For obvious reasons, 
the fear was these might be secret Nazi 
weapons. So Bentine asked the crew what 
they did to their planes? The crews said 
“nothing”, thus diminishing any obvious 
threat and leaving him to ponder what 
these things really were, quite unaware 
that a decade later he would have been 
considered to be investigating reports of 
alien ‘flying saucers’. 

However, the truth is that what these 
airmen were seeing were UAP: unidentified 
phenomena within the atmosphere that 
could have been missiles, but appeared 
to behave more like unknown natural 
phenomena. They were never explained, but 
did not go away. 

One of the most fascinating things about 
the release of documents long withheld as 
‘secret’ (prior to Freedom of Information 
requests) is not that they show any proof 
of an alien cover-up. Rather it is that the 
Ministry of Defence reached the same 
conclusion as did serious UFO researchers 
in the UK 40 years ago when the MoD 
began considering that UFOs might be 
UAP. They even called them by the same 
acronym. Unfortunately, secrecy meant they 
never acknowledged we were on the same 
side. But of course, they could not, because 
in ufology the astrocomical is always there 
and always in the way. 

It’s sobering to think what might have 
been if both sides of this investigation 
had joined forces and looked for the thing 
mutually identified, albeit from very different 
perspectives. But times change, and these 
stepping stones just might be coming full 
circle... as we will see next month. 
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CONFESSIONS OF A 
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BOGGART HUNTER 
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As SIMON YOUNG gets ready to hang up his hunting gear, he shares the fruits of his research into 
a once commonplace but now largely vanished fortean inhabitant of northern England — the surreal, 
scary, shapeshifting supernatural being known as the boggart. 


even or eight years ago I 
started to read compul- 
sively about an English 

folk monster, the boggart. 
Studies, writing, articles and 
surveys followed. I launched 
my Boggart Census in 2019 
in Fortean Times (more of which below) and 
there are now two books with Exeter Uni- 
versity Press, one of which is free online.’ It 
has been exhilarating chasing fragments of 
nightmare through the darkling Pennines, 
the Cheshire plains, the grim Fylde and 
the Lincolnshire Carrs. But all good things 
end. I’m almost 50 and there are redcaps 
and mermaids, bullbeggars and pixies 
clamouring for attention. I hang up, then, 
not without some regrets, my hunting nets, 
my poaching bag and my boggart whistle. 
But before shutting the door I look one last 
time over the twilight valleys and remem- 
ber some of my favourite bits of boggart 
forteana. 


BOGGART BASICS 

What is a boggart? What did the Victorian 
serving lad mean when he came crashing 
through the kitchen door to announce: 
“There’s a boggart in the lane”? When I 
began my studies, I thought of boggarts as 
a fairy crossed with a sasquatch: a kind of 
troll. I was misled, in part, by supernatural 
dictionaries that define boggarts as bad- 
tempered goblins. Wikipedia, meanwhile, 
comes closer to the truth (or at least it did 
in late 2021). Boggarts, it insists, are “either 
a household spirit or a malevolent genius 
loci (that is, a geographically-defined spirit) 
inhabiting fields, marshes, or other topo- 
graphical features.” 

‘Boggart’ was, in its heyday in the 18th 
and 19th centuries, even simpler. Over the 
north-west of England and some parts of 
the Midlands and the north-east a boggart 
was any spirit (see map on p33). You called 
a will o’ the wisp a ‘boggart’. You called 
a water demon a ‘boggart’: Jenny Green- 
teeth (FT374:57) was often so described. 
You called a phantom black dog (padfoot 
etc) a ‘boggart’. You called a domestic hob 
(FT330:58-59) a ‘boggart’. You called a ghost 
a ‘boggart’. Demons were regularly called 
‘boggarts’. In fact, perhaps we would save 
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ALL ABOUT 
BOGGARTS 


by H F Morton 


A DECAPITATED 
PHANTOM 
WOMAN WHO 
KEEPS HER HEAD 
IN A BASKET 


time if we say what supernatural beings 
could not have the boggart label hung on 
them: fairies (traditional boggarts are soli- 
tary) and angels (too conceited and good). 

In short, then, ‘boggart’ - see also the re- 
lated ‘boggle’ - was a glorious catch-all term, 
meaning essentially ‘scary crap’. Indeed, a 
close synonym were English dialect terms 
like ‘feorins’ and ‘frittenings’ and ‘flayings’, 
or as we would say ‘frightening things’.? If 
someone ran into the kitchen saying: “Good 
God, I’ve just seen a boggart!” the imagi- 
nation could run riot: and that often was 
the point. There was a smorgasbord of the 
supernatural to choose from. 

We have the low-key boggart: balls-of-light 
or a phantom noise. We have the surreal 


LEFT: HF Morton wrote about Lancashire boggarts 
in the 1950s, although the material remained 
unpublished until 1997. RIGHT: ‘The Headless 
Woman’, from Goblin Tales of Lancashire, by 
James Bowker, 1887. 


boggart: a sheep that swells to the size of a 
house and that afterwards explodes in flame. 
We have the baroque boggart: in the case of 
a Preston boggart, a decapitated phantom 
woman who keeps her head in a basket and 
throws it after night-time travellers. The 
style-conscious boggart: Mowbrick Boggart’s 
“costume was a big hat about two yards high 
with a feather in it, and with a pair of spurs 
on something like a couple of scythes, and a 
sword by his side of awful proportion”. Then 
there were the strangely human boggarts. 
Take Dunkenhalgh Boggart, the spirit of a 
sexy and ultimately suicidal French govern- 
ess, Lucette, whose spirit screamed on a 
Lancashire bridge late into the night. 

By looking at boggarts, we are examining 
a self-contained supernatural ecosystem: 
one that is utterly unlike our own. Bog- 
gartdom (as I refer to it) dated back to the 
Tudors and made it to the Great War, and in 
some parts of the north-west to after World 
War II. This paranormal world was a glorious 
Bosch triptych. An orgy of faces and bright 
colours bleeding into one another: bodies 
merging and rolling in impossible contor- 
tions. No being represented boggartdom 
better than the shape-shifter (an almost rou- 
tine attribute of boggarts). They “appeared 
as bears, dogs, rabbits, or other invincible 
animals which would fairly have puzzled the 
most skilful zoologist either to name or to 


classify”.* 


BOGGART FORTEANA: OLD 

In doing research into boggarts I was able 

to gather literally hundreds of thousands of 
words from books and newspapers: the vast 
majority from the 1820s to the 1920s. Most 
of these accounts had incidental mentions of 
boggarts in language or formulaic tales. Did 
you know, for instance, that over large parts 
of the north-west owl pellets (and sometimes 
hedgehog droppings) were known as ‘bog- 
gart muck’. Fascinating. But ‘boggart muck’, 
let’s face it, would hardly get Charles Fort 
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ABOVE LEFT: A 19th century illustration of a man experiencing a bit of boggart bother. ABOVE RIGHT: An owl pellet, once known in the north-west as ‘Boggart Muck’. 


off his couch. However, there were also bog- 
gart experiences... 

The problem with boggart forteana is 
that most Victorians were schizoid about the 
supernatural. They loved the uncanny, but 
they couldn’t be seen to take it seriously 
(unless of course, it involved the Church of 
England). A Christmas ghost story: good 
show! Magazines were full of them. An 
account of how a local ran into Horton Bog- 
gart: only permissible with lots of facetious 
side comments, usually at the expense of 
people from a lower class. It was only from 
the 1870s onwards that belief in the super- 
natural (traditional or otherwise) became 
socially acceptable among the Victorian 
well-to-do, and even then there was lots of 
sniggering at the back. 

Here is an example of a report that 
appeared in a Preston newspaper in 1857 
under the title “Superstition in the Fylde: 
Whitegate Lane Boggart”. Whitegate Lane, 
on what was then the edge of Blackpool, was 
famously haunted by two boggarts, Hob- 
thurst and the Headless Lady, who had the 
endearing habit of kissing her head, which 
she carried under her arm (think about it). 
In that fateful year, a third boggart joined 
the party. Two men were returning from 
the pub: “a jolly butcher” and a recently 
widowed father. Foolishly they walked down 
Whitegate-Lane at midnight. 


It was the witching hour of night, when 
lo! mid-way there stood before them the 
ghost of [the widowed father’s] late wife, 
fully developed to sight. The apparition so 
horrified them that the husband fell flat 
upon his back, kicking and screaming, and 
praying to the Lord to have mercy upon 
his soul. At length he exclaimed, ‘Luthee, 
luthee!’ and his friend the butcher, seeing 
the same horrid apparition, also immed1- 
ately fell across his companion, where he 
remained till he says that he had the pres- 
ence of mind to whisper, ‘Be quate, mon - be 
quate, mon; there is a running brook near, 
let us cross it.’ * 
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THE APPARITION 
CHALLENGED JACOB 
TO A WRESTLING 
MATCH, WITH A 


WAGER OF BEER 


The belief in running water acting as a 
barrier against the supernatural has a long 
pedigree and was put to practical use here. 

The story was clearly the talk of Black- 
pool: the journalist includes not just the ex- 
perience itself but comments from the town. 
There was often in these boggart encounters 
a degree of social contagion. If one person 
saw the town boggart then others would too. 
Newspapers from 19th-century boggartdom 
are full of such flaps, where a single creepy 
experience set off the boggart dominoes. 
For instance, at Coddington in Cheshire 
in 1886, a young farmer came across a tall 
woman in white who walked through a gate. 
An “evening or two later” another nocturnal 
walker encountered a giant man “again in 
white (of course)”. Subsequently a young 
gardener bumped into the boggart and 
his mind “was almost unhinged in conse- 
quence”. Then, a coachman met a carriage 
that disappeared as it passed him on the 
road... 

The different apparitions were taken as 
being different facets of a Coddington bog- 
gart. The journalist who reported the story 
had some fun at the villagers’ expense: the 
locals “say they wouldn’t object so much 
if the ‘boggart’ would keep itself respect- 
able, but to appear first as a woman, then 
as a man, and then in some other fantastic 
form, such conduct is extraordinary.” To an 
outsider it seems that a series of anoma- 
lous events has been strung together on a 
folklore thread.° 

There is something gloriously deranged 
about many boggart encounters compared 
to our more staid 21“ century runs in with 


the impossible. Take this one from north 
Manchester, in 1839. A young collier named 
Jacob Kendal decided to investigate a de- 
serted ‘boggart house’. The report appeared 
in a local newspaper: 


[Jacob] then proceeded to the houses, 
and kicked open one of the doors, when (as 
he states) a girl, of apparently about three 
or four years of age, appeared, with a buff 
nankeen bonnet on, but immediately disap- 
peared. A very tall man of forbidding aspect, 
also made his appearance, whence [Jacob] 
knew not. 


The apparition, “either a boggart or the 
Devil”, challenged Jacob to a wrestling 
match, with a wager of beer, and, foolishly, 
Jacob accepted the challenge and was 
hurled against the wall. Two different news- 
papers reported on this encounter, which 
was, understandably enough, the talk of the 
community. One editor despaired that we 
“cannot avoid expressing a belief that some 
designing persons for some purpose or other, 
are imposing upon the ‘good folks’ of the 
neighbourhood”.® 

There are also rare first-hand accounts of 
boggart encounters. A personal favourite is 
the chilling boggart hunt, in about 1800, of 
the child Samuel Bamford (later in his life 
a Lancashire radical and writer). Sam with 
many of his friends had been brought one 
night to a Methodist service. Bored out of 
his young mind with prayers, Sam sneaked 
out into the field with his mates and began 
to run around. As he jogged in the darkness, 
Sam saw, ahead of him, his friend, Bill and 
went after him: 


When I got nearer I called out, but he 
still kept onward, making no answer. When 
close behind him I shouted, ‘Bill! Bill! 
why so fast?’ but there was no notice - no 
reply - which I thought rather strange, and 
when I came abreast of him, I said in a tone 
of defiance, ‘Come on, then, and see whot 
theawrt short of, and darting past him 
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like an arrow, I turned my head with an 
air of triumph, and saw a face — not Bill’, 
but that of one who had been dead many 
years. I now ran in earnest to get rid of him, 
but on looking back, saw he was within a 
few vards of my heels. He seemed almost to 
sweep the ground, whilst I passed the low 
fields betwixt Tonge Springs and Grunsha 
Lane, I know not how, but at an incredibly 
swift pace. 
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Sam managed somehow to get back to the 
chapel and kneeling “prayed more really in 
earnest that night than I had done during a 
long time before”.’ 

There were also serious investigators 
in Boggartdom, particularly in the later 
period. Thomas Middleton, for instance, in 
his Legends of Longdendale; being a series of 
tales founded upon the folk-lore of Longdendale 
Valley and its neighbourhood (1906) went 
and interviewed witnesses and recorded 
dates, times and experiences with great 
seriousness (for modern strangeness in the 
Longdendale Valley, see FT:107:26, 181:23). 
A highlight is Middleton going to assess just 
how withered some primroses had become 
in a supposedly haunted (and so sterile) bit 
of land. Here, though, is a witness account 
relating to ‘Old Nanny’, a boggart at Godley 
Green: 


‘Many a time,’ says she, ‘TT have seen ‘Old 
Nannv’ — the boggart - wandering about af- 
ter dark. She ts generally outside the house, 
but occasionally peeps in at the windows. 

I can remember the old woman during her 
lifetime, and the boggart ts just like her. She 
wears an old-fashioned cap, and a skirt kilt- 
ed or tucked up in the old-fashioned style. 


TOP: A map showing the main concentrations of boggart belief in 19th century England. ABOVE LEFT: Samuel Bamford (1788-1872) was a radical reformer, writer and 
poet born in Middleton, Lancashire. As a boy, he had an encounter with a boggart after slipping out of a night-time Methodist service. ABOVE RIGHT: An illustration from 
Bowker’s Goblin Tales of Lancashire (1887), showing the ‘Pillion Lady’ with her “ghastly skull, with eyeless sockets, and teeth gleaming white in the clear moonlight”. 
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ABOVE LEFT: Burnley’s boggart bridge, home to one of Lancashire’s most fearsome boggarts. ABOVE RIGHT: The grounds of Towneley Hall, where on a winter night in the 


1960s a group of schoolchildren were chased by Towneley Boggart. BELOW: Arthur Rackham’s “The Bogey Beast”. 


She wears an apron, which she shakes, and 
makes a peculiar hissing notse. There is a 
gate leading from the garden into a meadow 
and I have seen the boggart standing there, 
waving her apron, and saying, ‘Ish, ish, ish.’ 


Here we have these buzzing or light rhyth- 
mical noises associated with the supernatu- 
ral, commented on as far back as Andrew 
Lang, but never satisfactorily explained. 
Another woman had a similar experience. 


I would not live in that house again if 
its owner would give it to me, and the land 
it stands on. The place is uncanny, and the 
boggart is always there. I saw it more than 
once. I remember going into the orchard 
one evening with my sister. We went to pick 
some apples, and having got as many as we 
wanted, were returning to the house. At the 
gate, which leads into the meadow, we saw 
the boggart - in the form of an old lady, 
with a withered face. She stood there wav- 
ing her apron, and saying ‘Ish, ish, ish.’ We 
dropped the apples, and fled. 


The author carried out some experi- 
ments in the garden and suggested that the 
boggart might be some mist rising from a 
culvert framed by vegetation.® 


BOGGART FORTEANA: NEW 

As I was preparing my boggart book, I 
realised that there was a big hole in my data 
from the mid and later 20th century. Much 
less was written about these ‘backward 
beliefs’ between the wars. Michael Haslam’s 
“Rock-solid Boggarts in a Ring”, an article 
relating to an uncanny encounter on the 


moors above the Calder Valley (reprinted 
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IN THE 19605 A 
GROUP OF KIDS 
HAD BEEN CHASED 
BY TOWNELEY 
BOGGART 


on pp.38-39), astounded me. In the 1970s 


- Michael had seen a number of boggarts turn 
- into a stone circle. I wasn’t shocked at the 


experience per se — tame by 19th-century 
standards — but I was astounded rather that 
someone would still talk in terms of ‘bog- 
gart’ this late.® 

I decided to try and reach out to the men 
and women who had grown up in the period 


: when boggart beliefs were dying — perhaps 


there were other Michaels out there. I 
started my ‘Boggart Census’ in Fortean Times 
in July 2019 (see FT382:29) and then carried 
it to many regional newspapers and radio 
stations and crucially onto social media. 
Between July and October, I was able to 
gather in about 1,200 memories from people 
born in the 1970s or earlier. I only stopped 
because I broke some fingers and my wrist 
in a boggarted wood: I was evidently getting 
too close to the truth... 

Some of these (about a third) were nega- 
tive comments along the lines of “I’ve never 
heard of a boggart”. Most of the rest were re- 
flections on the word ‘boggart’: many people 
had heard the term growing up without 
knowing what it meant. But they could still 
recall boggart sentences or circumstances. 

However, there were also, in the spirit of 


Michael Haslam’s experience, boggart en- 


counters. For instance, I was left mouth open 
early in collecting to learn that in the 1960s 
a group of schoolkids had been chased by 
Towneley Boggart, “late one winter night” 
in the grounds of Towneley Hall, Burnley.*° 
I see, in my mind’s eye, these kids running 
through knee-deep snow with scarfs and 
gloves, the shadow coming through the trees, 
glimpsed but not yet visible. It seems like 
the beginning of a Hammer Horror film! 
Towneley Boggart’s return to this world 
was, I am happy to say, just the tip of the 
boggart iceberg. One group I met from 
Littleborough (on Facebook) had driven past 
no less than Clegg Hall Boggart, perhaps the 
most famous of all 19th-century boggarts! 


We always called it Clegg Hall Bog[g/art. 
Friend coming back from haymaking at dusk 


‘saw something peering over the high wall we 
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ABOVE LEFT: Clegg Hall in Littlkeborough, Rochdale, is home to one of the 19th century’s most famous boggarts; it was still terrifying locals as late as the 1960s. 


were passing. He legged it and we only caught 
up with him at the Blue Ball. He was on his 
third pint by then. Late 1960s, maybe 1968. 
We were coming down the lane in an old Land 
Rover with the top off. He was sat in the back 
then just jumped out as we were going slow 
and all I saw was him dash past like old nick 
was after him. I was 22. Born 1946. The guy 
who ran was older, about 28 or 30... [Another 
FB user writes: “For him to jump out the back 
of the Land Rover he was sat in and run for his 
life the boggart must’ve given him a fright!” * 


So was this really Clegg Hall Boggart? 
No idea. What mattered for me is that in 
the 1960s some workers near Littleborough 
were still referring to events around them in 
boggart terms. 

Another account came from Bacup. The 
writer’s father had an experience in the late 
1940s. It has for me a strong ‘dwome’ (run- 
down fairy) feel. But the children associated 
this diminutive fellow with boggarts. 


[My father] was larking about on the 
moor with some friends — I guess they were 
all somewhere between nine and 13. They 
were confronted by what he described as a 
small man about three or four feet high, 
dressed in old-fashioned clothes. They all 
immediately and simultaneously fled in 
terror, vaulting high hedges in their path, 
until they were too exhausted to run any 
further. Decades later he still believed this 
to have been a boggart and was quite seri- 
ous in his recollection of it, like he could 
still remember how scared they all were by 
the encounter... One detail I neglected to 
mention about the Boggart’s clothing was 
that it was tattered.** 


Here is a boggart experience from Hindley : 


Green and the 1930s, very much in the spirit 
of Victorian times. 


[My grandfather] said that early one 
morning a friend and himself were out 
picking coal. 1930s depression. Apparently 
there was a bridge just ahead, underneath 
the bridge was the Boggart houses. He said 
they both saw a man sat on the bridge, and 
the man was only wearing a nightshirt! 
Odd... Anyway, as they got closer the man 
just disappeared in thin air, scared my 
granddad’s friend half to death. When they 
got home, they told the story to family and 


friends. They were told that a man who lived : 


in the houses had jumped off the bridge, 
and unfortunately died, the description they 


gave was apparently very accurate, and they : 


didn’t walk past that area again.*” 


Earthlights also continued to be described : 


as boggarts surprisingly late. 


There was meant to be a boggart around : 


where I grew up... we were kids of the 
1980s and knew about it — pretty sure me 
and my mates saw it once but we didn’t 
hang around. Never shit myself so much. 
It was on the now called linear walk 
between Clowne and Cresswell villages in 
Derbyshire... We used to walk over to my 
friends often after dark. We were told the 
stories of a boggart and if to see something 
then run. It was a white/blueish light. The 
national grid runs over the walk so you 
always used to hear noises but we used to 
be always wary of lights on the track as 
they were non man made... Just remember 
it being in the middle of the track in front 


ABOVE RIGHT: A brownie doing the domestic chores in Juliana Horatia Ewing’s “The Brownies”: “He swept up the hearth and lighted the fire, and set out the breakfast...” 


of us then disappeared and then behind us. 
At this point [we] just ran for it. That was 
one occasion others we would see some- 
thing in the middle of the fields at the side 
of the tracks.“ 


Other 20th-century boggart experiences 
include a giant Derbyshire slug; a cat-like 
boggart (why do feline presences appear so 
often in supernatural encounters?); a bog- 
gart that jumped on a woman’s back while 
she was bringing eggs home; boggarts at 
Blackpool airport (already recorded by Nick 
Redfern); and a personal favourite, a half 
human, half-fly boggart.’° But there is only 
so much space here. 


For me the most surprising thing in all this is 
not that kids are chased through the snow by 
shadows or that supernatural slugs subsist 
in the Peak District. This kind of marvellous 
and necessary nonsense will still be going on 
when we are farming solar lobsters on Alpha 
Centauri. It is part of the human condi- 

tion. What has shocked me is the proof that 
people processed experiences with ‘boggarts’ 
so late. Indeed, in some villages in northern 
Derbyshire and in rural Lancashire I had 
interactions which show that the idea — or at 
least the memory - of the traditional boggart 
survived in the community as a whole in 
2019. But the older boggarts are competing 
hopelessly against a ‘new boggart’. 

The new boggart — a goblin essentially —- 
has been there in children’s literature since 
the late Victorian period. Juliana Horatia 
Ewing’s short story “The Brownies” com- 
pared naughty boggarts to good brownies. 
Her tale eventually brought boggarts and, 
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ABOVE: Boggart Hole Clough, a large park to the north of Manchester, was reputedly home to a fearsome boggart. BELOW: Juliana Horatia Ewing’s story “The Brown- 
ies”, first published in the 1860s, was perhaps the start of the modern taming of the boggart, bringing them into children’s literature and the Girl Guides movement. 


particularly, brownies into the Girl Guides 
movement. The new boggart has been there 
in kids’ books since World War II, in works, 
for instance, by William Maine and Susan 
Cooper. It has also, via JK Rowling and 
Harry Potter, made its way into film: and is 
now popping up in various derivative movies 
and series (including the dreadful Seventh 
Son). There have also been, since the 2020s, 
educational boggart games where children 
are encouraged to make little monsters out 
of playdough and natural materials: the new 
boggart is apparently a ‘guardian of nature’. 

We know from other forms of the super- 
natural that a change in popular culture 
quickly leaks into paranormal experiences. 
A striking example of this is Manchester 
boggart folklore. The city is home to Boggart 
Hole Clough, a wild park in the north of the 
conurbation. There is a lot of 19th-century 
muttering about a fearsome boggart living 
somewhere in the clough (see pp40-43). 
Today, instead, we have boggart beliefs that 
have little or nothing to do with Victorian 
boggarts. There is chatter, not least among 
the children who play there, about a tribe of 
boggarts who hide among the trees. These 
Mancunian Wombles are small goblins who 
watch the humans. According to some moth- 
ers, keen on a restful afternoon, they also 
take naughty tykes off to their lairs... 

It is good and proper that the supernatu- 
ral evolves. When fairies sprout wings or 
Men in Black start knocking on your door, 
then, the collective unconscious is in good 
health: change is its essence. But pity the 
few remaining Victorian and Edwardian bog- 


garts in the Peak District and in tiny villages 


beyond the Ribble. These older boggarts are 
the last red squirrels among the greys: and 


they don’t have long left to them. Every fairy : 
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dictionary with a snotty goblinoid ‘boggart’ 
and every Harry Potter DVD is a blow to 
their non-existent hearts. Dab your eyes, 
then, reader, as the boggart funeral cortege 
passes by! Forteans “are we, and must grieve 
when even the Shade/Of that which once 
was great is passed away”. 


NOTES 

1 The Boggart: Folklore, History, Place-Names 
and Dialect (Exeter University Press, 2022); The 
Boggart Sourcebook (Exeter University Press, 
2022). 


2 What modern word comes closest in standard 
English? Perhaps ‘bogie’ (another relation), but 
bogie suggests unbelief: “What, are you scared 
of bogies now?” Boggarts were very much be- 
lieved in by large parts of the population. 


3 Our supernatural world today is nothing like 
that of Bosch. If | had to choose an artist to 


represent our own brushes with the impossible 
I'd go with essentialist Escher. There are strong 
geometrical lines and borders and little colour. 
Everything makes sense until you look at it care- 
fully, when it hurts your head. Welcome to the 
world of pub phantoms, ghost hunters, royal liz- 
ards, the odd winged fairy and alien visitations. 


4 The Preston Chronicle and Lancashire Adver- 
tiser (2 May 1857), p5. 


5 Rambler, ‘Out and About Chester’, The 
Cheshire Observer (13 Mar 1886), p2 


6 ‘The Spaw ‘Boggart’’, Bolton Chronicle (19 Jan 
1839), p3; ‘A Ghost Story’, Sheffield Indepen- 
dent (26 Jan 1839), p6. 


7 Passages in the Life of a Radical, and 
Early Days (T Fisher Unwin, 1905), 2 vols, |, 
pp114-17. 


8 Ibid., pp117-119. 


9 Michael Haslam, ‘Rock-solid Boggarts in a 
Ring’, Northern Earth 115 (2008), pp20-23. 


10 Burnley 9 (Lancashire). These are the internal 
notations for the Boggart Census that can be 
found in its entirety in my free online Boggart 
Sourcebook. 


11 Littleborough 1 (Lancashire). 

12 Bacup 2 (Lancashire). 

13 Hindley Green 1 (Lancashire). 

14 Cresswell 1 (Derbyshire) 

15 Kinder 1 (Derbyshire); Thornton-Cleveley 4 


(Lancashire); Littleborough 20 (Lancashire); 
Blackpool 1 (Lancashire); Skipool 1 (Lancashire). 


For more on boggarts, see FT129:52, 133:51, 
136:53, 139:50, 326:25, 338:25, 382:29. 


ee SIMON YOUNG is a regular contributor to 
Fortean Times. His most recent publication is 
Ann Jefferies and the Fairies: A Source Book 
for a Seventeenth-Century Cornish Fairy Witch 
(Pwca Books, 2021). 
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JOHN BILLINGSLEY 


ROCK-SOLID 


BOGGARTS IN A RING 


MICHAEL HASLAM recounts some strange experiences on the West Yorkshire and Highland moors 
involving disappearing stone circles and mystery marsupials — were boggarts to blame? 


came to live at Foster Clough, on the 
edge of Midgley Moor, in September 
1970. I’d visited the area a few times, 
and I had gained a rough idea of 
local topography. I’d come to join a 
loose semi-commune of young people 
aiming to co-operate in the renova- 
tion of the half-derelict cottages. We were 
idealistic in various ways. Those were the 
days of the great Mental Hospitals. We felt 
we ought to be able to keep people with 
mental problems out of The Asylum. A 
friend, Ben, had moved into a farmhouse 
over near Wainstalls, and was looking after 
his brother, Barry, who was in a bad mental 
way: paranoid schizophrenia might describe 
it. Ben felt he couldn’t cope, and I agreed to 
see if I could do any better, and took Barry 
in. I was failing. Barry’s madness was driving 
me up the wall. His being out of communica- 
tion brought me intense stress. 


A STONE CIRCLE ON MIDGLEY MOOR 

I was feeling particularly exasperated one 
day in November, when Foster Clough was 
wrapped in dense fog or cloud. I had an idea 
for my own therapy, my own peace of mind: I 
would climb onto the moor and get lost, and 
then find myself. I was confident enough in 
my general knowledge of the topography to 
believe that, wherever I came down off the 
moor, I could find my way home. So I set off 
into the dense mist. 

I can’t say how far I travelled, in what 
lines or circles, nor for how long. To lose 
sense of time as well as space was part of 
the objective. The self-therapy seemed to 
be working: I was losing my anxiety about 
Barry’s state. Eventually I reached a point 
(somewhere) where I felt quite calm, and 
perfectly lost. From here I must find my way 
home. 

I made my guess, and soon was heading 
downhill. There was nothing to be seen, but 
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there seemed to be gaps within the mist. 
Then, of a sudden, glancing back and to my 
right, I had one of those spine-and-scalp- 
tingling moments (if my hair hadn’t been 
so long, it might have stood on end). There 
was a Cluster of small humanoid figures — 
the word ‘dwarfs’ sprang to mind - staring 
at me. I did not want to lose the calm I’d 
gained, so I took a deep breath and turned 


LEFT: The Greenwood Stone on Midgley Moor. 
FACING PAGE: Robin Hood’s Pennystone. 


and walked towards them. It was a great re- 
lief to find that here was nothing supernatu- 
ral. It was a small, rock-solid, permanent, 
ancient stone-circle. I walked round the 
circle, touching each stone, and feeling an 
odd sort of reassurance. 

Then I carried on down, and the mist 
was lifting, and very soon I could recognise 
certain features: the ruined farmhouse of 
Wicken Hill to my left; the Mount Skip 
golf course to my right, and I came down to 
Heights Road near the little bridge at Bessy 
House. From here I knew it was only half-a- 
mile to my house. I had lost my stress. Barry 
would have to be returned to his brother, 
and thence, no doubt, to official care, and I 
had discovered something really interesting. 
Nobody had told me that there’s a fine stone 
circle on Midgley Moor. 

And, of course, there isn’t. In the ensuing 
weeks I scoured the moor, seeking the circle. 
I'd known Churn Milk Joan, but soon I was 
familiar with Miller’s Grave, Robin Hood’s 
Pennystone, Lad Law. I came to feel for the 
moor. But I had to admit there is no such 
stone circle on it. Oddly enough, close to 
where I believed I’d seen it lies the well- 
known turf circle of Wicken Hill, though 
that has a larger circumference than the 
circle ’d found, and the coincidence offers 
no real explanation. I could only place the 
experience in a box marked “The Inexpli- 
cable”. 


SHAKY EVIDENCE FOR THE BOGGART 

The imaginary apprehension of supernatu- 
ral creatures seems to be a universal feature 
of the human mind. They have many names, 
or, possibly, “It” has many names. A literary 
imagination like that of Tolkien might dif- 


ferentiate between their orders, and bring 
together different types in an imaginary 
world, but it seems plausible that each ex- 
ample is one and the same thing: the djinni 
of the Arabian desert, the pixie of Cornwall, 
the boggart of Yorkshire, each endowed with 
the qualities of local mentality and land- 
scape. To reduce all to one is perhaps too 
radical, but perhaps a certain Spirit of The 
Wilderness, of the wild, the desert and the 
untamed places, is the simple mental phe- 
nomenon stalking and striking human minds 
across the globe. Mental, yes, but can it take 
physical form; animal, vegetable, mineral? 

I put away my stone-circle experience in 
the “Inexplicable” box, but pursued an inter- 
est in folklore and the supernatural. Super- 
natural creatures have been a prime feature 
of poetic imagination, but to think that the 
fairies have designs upon yourself could 
be a dangerous, insane delusion. There’s a 
fine path to tread between credulity and 
incredulity. I became familiar with the idea 
of the boggart, as a name for the spirit of the 
wilderness in these parts. I could suspend 
disbelief, and discover the boggart in clouds 
in certain climates; I could discern its face 
in rocks or the bark of trees (and once in the 
burn-marks on the bottom of a pan, which is 
how I learned its name in Ancient Greece); 
but I knew I shouldn’t take these thrilling 
experiences too seriously or personally, and 
that they provided no true evidence for the 
actual existence of The Unreal. I found that 
“the boggart” was known to be a shape- 
shifter and a trickster. Eventually it occurred 
to me that the boggart could have put on 


the stone circle show especially for me. How 
like him (if he’s a he) to have reassured me 
with the solidity of the stones, and to have 
brought me back to sanity, only to whisk the 
whole show away! 

But that’s not common sense. It doesn’t 


release the bogey Jack from the box labelled : 
Inexplicable. Nor could I swear to my odd ex- ° 


periences on Midgley Moor in a court of law. 

There’s another event, though, I might 
report. Thirty years later I was up in the 
Scottish Highlands. I had climbed a moun- 
tain called Meall Fuar-monaidh and come 
down to a small lake or large tarn called 
Loch nam Breac Dearga. It was a hot bright 
August day, but with fierce gusts of cooler 
wind. There was no sign of any human life at 
all. As I stood by the stream that issued from 
the loch, I thought this looks like a spirit-of- 
the-wilderness spot, and, certain that no one 
could witness my folly, I stretched my arms 
and shouted out, as loud as I could: “Come! 
Spirit of The Wilderness! Show Yourself!” 
and sat down, amused with myself. Then I 
noticed a white band advancing fast towards 
me across the loch. An extra-fierce gust of 
wind was picking up tons of water from the 
surface of the loch, and, the next moment, it 
deposited the lot upon me. I was thoroughly 
drenched, and the knapsack containing 
my lunch was sunk in the stream, 20 yards 
behind me. 

I’m not saying that I'd not have been 
soaked if I hadn’t shouted out, but I did and, 
by coincidence, I was, and I’d think twice 
before trying the same trick again. It was a 
good drying day, and no real harm was done. 


There’s one non-supernatural account I’d 
like to append. I’ve talked of boggarts in the 
pub, so folk are inclined to disbelieve my 
more unlikely tales when they’ve been cer- 
tainly true. One early morning in the early 
21° century, up on Midgley Moor, I shared 
a stare with an extraordinary creature, not 
five yards away. I took it to be some sort of 
mammal, like an incredibly huge squirrel 
with a long-nosed face. After our transfixed 
staring-time, it bolted, hopping at great 
speed towards and past me. 

I looked in books at all the European 
mammals, but there I found nothing like 
it. Then someone suggested ‘wallaby’, so I 
looked that up, and there it was, the same 
creature, exactly. Wallaby. Now, there are 
known to be some wild wallabies in the 
country, but I’ve heard of no reports of them 
from Midgley Moor. This was probably some 
unlucky maverick, fated to fail to mate. ’'d 
say I’m 100% sure I’ve seen a wallaby on 
the moor, but as years pass without other 
confirmation, there is a 0.5% whisper that 
suggests that if the boggart can appear as a 
stone circle and as a gust of wet wind, why 
not as a marsupial? 


ee MICHAEL HASLAM is a poet and retired 
labourer. He was born in Bolton, Lancashire, 
in 1947 and has lived on the moor-edge near 
Hebden Bridge since 1970. 


This article originally appeared in Northern 
Earth 115, Autumn 2008 (www.northernearth. 
co.uk/). With thanks to Michael Haslam and 
John Billingsley, who also provided the photos 
of Midgeley Moor. 
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DEATH, THE BOGGART AND ME 
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Boggarts are known to be mischievous at best and malicious at worst, but not everyone can claim 
that they were responsible for a trio of deaths in the family. PATRICK MALONEY shares a saga of the 


supernatural that spans the generations... and this time it’s personal. 


have issues with boggarts. Not 

all boggarts, just one boggart in 

particular. This boggart killed 

two members of my family and 

had a hand in the death of a 
third. 

The boggart is a creature that has 
almost disappeared from our world. 
‘Boggart’ is a word used in northern 
counties of England to describe 
any mischievous supernatural 
creature; a ghost, fairy, poltergeist, 
imp or demon. Boggarts are usually 
malicious and particularly revel in 
frightening people and animals. 
The word probably derives from the 
Anglo-Saxon bar-gheist, ‘gate ghost’, 
although other derivations have 
been suggested. # 

Boggarts are traditionally associ- 
ated with locations familiar to stu- 
dents of the supernatural: “Nearly 
every old house had its boggart 
which played ill-natured tricks on 
the inhabitants. Singly or in packs 
they haunted streets and roads, and 
the arch-boggarts held revels at 
every three-road-end.” ? 

The best-known of the boggarts 
must surely be the eponymous in- 
habitant of Boggart Hole Clough, in 
Blackley, Manchester, now an open 
park through which runs a deep, 
wooded ravine. This is the clough in 
which the boggart has his hole. The 
most famous boggart story concerns 
the boggart of Boggart Hole Clough. 
It is told in several versions, with 
varying levels of precision. The 
basic story is as follows: during a 
particularly cold winter, the boggart 
decided to quit his hole in favour of a nearby 
farmhouse. Once inside, the boggart caused 
endless mischief, being especially trouble- 
some at night to the farmer’s children. In 
the words of Thomas Crofton Croker, who 
provides the most detailed (or most imagina- 
tive) account: 

“You see that old farm-house about two 
fields distant, shaded by the sycamore tree: 
that was the spot which the Boggart or Bar- 
gaist selected for his freaks; there he held his 
revels, perplexing honest George Cheetham 
- for that was the farmer’s name - scaring 
his maids, worrying his men, and frightening 
the poor children out of their seven senses; 
so that, at last, not even a mouse durst show 
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“THAT FARMHOUSE 
WAS THE SPOT THE 


BOGART SELECTED — 


FOR HIS FREAKS" 


himself indoors at the farm, as he valued his 
whiskers, five minutes after the clock had 
struck twelve.” 4 

The boggart attacked the farmer’s sons, 
John and Robert, who shared a bed, seizing 


LEFT: Boggart Hole Clough — the ravine 
in which the boggart’s hole is said to be, 
seen here on an old postcard. 


Robert by the feet and dragging 
him down the bed. Eventually, the 
farmer removed his sons from the 
bedroom, leaving the boggart with 
a room to himself. However, this 
action only encouraged the boggart, 
who now saw himself as a tenant, 
rather than a visitor. The children’s 
food was snatched away from them 
at the table, and the bowls dashed 
on the floor. Matters deteriorated, 
with the children constantly being 
disturbed and attacked at night - 
curtains would be “violently tugged 
to and fro” and a crushing weight 
descended on the children, render- 
ing them unable to move. 

Farmer George finally had had 
enough. He resolved to leave the 
old farmhouse to the boggart, and 
so piled up a cart with his belong- 
ings and set off with his family in 
tow. He was met along the lane by 
his neighbour, whose name is given 
to us by Croker as John Marshall. 
To paraphrase the conversation 
as written by Croker (an Irishman 
trying to represent Lancashire 
dialect), Marshall asked George 
if he was leaving the old house. 
George replied that indeed he was, 
as they had been forced out by the 
boggart’s constant depredations. 
At that point, they all heard a voice 
coming from a milk churn on top of 
the pile of goods in the cart: “Ay, ay, 
neighbour, we’re flittin’ you see!” It seemed 
that the boggart was going with them! 
Defeated, George declared that if he had 
known the boggart would come with them, 
he would never even have packed his things 
up, and they might as well go home. Croker 
concludes: “They did return; but the Boggart, 
having from the occurrence ascertained the 
insecurity of his tenure, became less outra- 
geous, and was never more guilty of disturb- 
ing, in any extraordinary degree, the quiet of 
the family.” > 

Despite the obvious humorous aspects 
of this story, it presents what appears to 
be a classic poltergeist case. But then, the 
distinction between poltergeist and boggart 


is anything but clear. 

There are many other boggarts, often 
known only locally, in the northern counties 
of England. Roby also tells the tale of the 
Clegg Hall Boggart (near Rochdale).® David 
Clarke, in his survey of the supernatural 
in the Peak District, mentions the Stand- 
bark Boggart in relation to an objection to 
developing houses at an old quarry on the 
outskirts of Matlock.’ ‘Boggard Hole Mine’ 
is recorded in the Peak Forest near Buxton 
in 1844.3 Burnley boasts several boggarts, in- 
cluding the Barcroft Boggart of Barcroft Hall, 
the Bee Hole Boggart, and the Sweet Clough 
Boggart; and there is even a lady boggart at 
Rowley Hall.? Burnley also has a Boggart 
Bridge on Todmorden Road, as does Ogden, 
near Halifax. 

These locally-known boggarts and the con- 
nection between boggarts and bridges brings 
me to the main protagonist of my tale, in an- 
other industrial Lancashire town: Leigh, near 
Wigan. If you walk down Mather Lane (origi- 
nally Dick Mather Lane), in the area of Leigh 
known as Bedford, from Chapel Street away 
from the town, you will eventually cross the 
Bridgewater Canal at Mather Lane Bridge 


(originally Dick Mather Bridge). Beneath this : 


bridge is the abode of Dick Mather Boggart. 
This is where things get personal, for Dick 
Mather Boggart has had a hand in the deaths 
of at least three members of my family. 1° 


MICHAEL'S STORY 

Michael Maloney (spelt ‘Mullowney’ at the 
time) was a 26-year-old potato dealer of Irish 
descent. He was also my great-great-grand- 
father. On 15 October 1879, he was driving 
his horse and cart home from nearby rural 
Glazebury, where he had bought a cart-load 
of potatoes. He was travelling along War- 
rington Road when the horse suddenly took 
fright and bolted. Michael was thrown from 


the cart. Witness John Mort said that “he was; 


along the new road [i.e. Warrington Road] 
when he heard someone call ‘Wo’, and soon 
after he saw the horse and cart with no one 
in charge. He stopped it and an examination 
found the man in the road.” ™ 

It was gathered from the injured man that 
his horse had taken fright, he had fallen off 
and the cart (fully laden with potatoes) had 


run over his chest. He was taken home, where : 


two doctors sat in attendance on him until 
he died at two o’clock the following morning. 
The deceased “did not say how the accident 
happened.” 72 

The story preserved orally in the family 
tradition, though, is unequivocal. The horse 
was deliberately spooked by Dick Mather 
Boggart. None of the remaining sources state 
exactly where on Warrington Road the ac- 
cident happened, but at the Leigh end of the 


road it crosses Butts Bridge, the next crossing : 


along over the Bridgewater Canal from 
Mather Lane Bridge. Sadly, the papers from 
the coroner’s inquest (held on 18 October 
1879) have long since been incinerated, so 
the testimony of Michael’s wife, Mary, who 
would have sat with him through his final 


TOP: Mather Lane Bridge photographed in the 1980s. This single-track bridge has now been replaced with a 
concrete and brick two-lane one, though the modern replacement retains the shape of the original. ABOVE 
LEFT: Thomas Aspinall, killed in May 1918. ABOVE RIGHT: William Aspinall in a photograph from around 1915. 


hours, is no longer available to us. If Michael 
did manage to utter “It was the boggart”, 
thus initiating the family legend, we have no 
way of knowing, but my grandmother, who 
married Michael’s grandson in 1924, firmly 
believed it. 


WILLIAM’S STORY 

William Aspinall was born in 1892 in 
Pennington, Leigh. He was the eldest of 

five children born to William and Martha 
Aspinall. His was a difficult birth; his sister 
- my grandmother - explained that his head 
had been “squashed” when he was born. 
Certainly, the few photographs that survive 
of William do show some evidence of slight 
cranial abnormality. In May 1918, exempted 
by his reduced capabilities from fighting in 
France, William was working as a colliery 


surface labourer when his younger brother 


- Thomas, aged 21, was killed in the trenches. 


Naturally, this event devastated the family, 
and no one was more affected than William. 
Finally, on the night of 29 August 1918, 
William had a dream. He dreamed of the 
black dog, a well-known manifestation of the 


boggart. 


The dream left him in a very agitated 
state, and the following morning at break- 
fast, he had a furious row with his mother, 


: Martha, throwing his pipe at her and storm- 


ing out of the house. This behaviour was 
wildly out of character for this 26-year-old 
man who was still very dependent on his 
mother. Five hours later, some men came to 
the door of Martha’s house in Guest Street 
to tell her that her son had been taken out of 
the canal. 
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COURTESY OF DEREK GREENOUGH 


W.ASPINALL 


ABOVE: The Aspinall family outside their family haberdashery. Thomas Aspinall is on the far left, with William next to him. Photograph from c.1905. BELOW: The boggart- 
haunted author, Patrick Maloney, waiting for a scratch at the door... 


James (or Jesse) Bradshaw, a discharged 
soldier, said he was fishing in the canal on 
that Friday morning (30 August 1918). He 
was sheltering behind some boards when he 
saw William walking along the canal bank. 
Soon after, he heard a splash in the water. He 
saw William struggling and summoned help. 
He could not say whether he had fallen or 
had jumped into the water. 7° Or had been 
pushed, the boggart-hunter might add. 

Like the papers from Michael’s inquest, 
those for William’s have long gone. The 
remaining reports do not state where along 
the canal bank William went in. His death 
certificate, however, is more precise. It states 
that it happened “in the Bridgewater Canal 
near Mather Lane Bridge.” 

William had a dream of a black dog, held 
to be a manifestation of the boggart. Some- 
time afterwards, he was walking along the 
canal bank, presumably in a very black mood, 
until he came to the place said to be the 
boggart’s abode. At this point, he somehow 
ended up in the canal. The coroner returned 
a verdict of “suicide by drowning whilst 
temporarily of unsound mind.” 4 


MAURICE’S STORY 

Maurice Maloney was young William Aspi- 
nall’s nephew, though he was born 10 years 
after William’s death. He was also Michael 
Maloney’s great-grandson. He was a well-re- 
spected member of the community in Leigh, 
headmaster of St Joseph’s RC primary school 
and organist at St Joseph’s church for over 50 
years. He was diagnosed with stomach cancer 
in the late 1970s and survived the horrific 
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ON THE DOORSTEP 
WAS A HUGE BLAGK 
DOG WITH FLAMING 
RED EYES 


surgery for 25 years. He died in May 2004, in 
the same house that William had stormed out 
of on that fateful day in 1918. 

During the 1960s and 1970s, Maurice was 


Director of Music for St Joseph’s Players, 
an amateur dramatics and operatic society, 
which performed their productions at St 
Joseph’s church hall on Mather Lane. It was 
Maurice’s custom at this time to join cast and 
crew in the Eagle and Hawk, a pub just on 
the other side of Mather Lane from the hall, 
for a couple of drinks after the performance. 
After an hour or so, Maurice would return 
to the hall, in the belief that if a casually 
discarded cigarette had been smouldering 
away during the company’s time in the pub, 
it would by then be making itself apparent, 
and could be dealt with without too much 
difficulty. On one particular night, sometime 
in the 1960s, Maurice returned to the hall as 
usual, entering by the Mather Lane entrance 
and walking across the front of the orchestra 
pit, checking row by row for incendiary fag- 
ends. At the far side of the hall, by another 
locked door, he heard footsteps outside in 
the church yard. Puzzled why anyone should 
be there at that time of night, he moved 
towards the door, only to hear the footsteps 
walk straight through the locked door, right 
past himself (making, as he said, the hairs 
on the back of his neck stand up), through 
the orchestra pit, and out again, by the door 
through which Maurice had previously en- 
tered and locked behind him. Now Maurice 
was not one to make up stories, nor was he a 
heavy drinker, and the event perturbed him 
greatly. He was also very familiar with the 
hall, with its acoustics and with sound leak- 
age from outside - as MD, he had to be. 

On the night that Maurice died, I was 
sitting in the kitchen of the house in Guest 
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ABOVE: The Eagle and Hawk (now demolished) and St Joseph's Parish Hall, separated by Mather Lane. The door into the hall is visible. The mill in the background is 
adjacent to Mather Lane Bridge. INSET: Maurice Maloney, photographed in the mid-1970s. 


Street with Maurice’s best friend, who had 
found the body a couple of hours previously. 
As we waited for the undertaker, he told me 
that two nights before, Maurice had hada 
dream. He dreamed that he was sitting in the 
living room, as he always did, when there was 
a scratching at the front door. He got up and 
made his way down the hall to open it. There 
on the doorstep was a huge black dog with 
flaming red eyes, which attacked him. He 
managed to beat it off with his stick and to 
close the door again. 


ROOM FOR A BOGGART 


Three deaths, spanning a period of 125 years, 
yet connected in a most peculiar way. My 
grandmother, who first told me of Michael’s 
and William’s deaths many years ago, was 
an intelligent woman, and yet she believed 
absolutely in the real existence of the black 
dog and the boggart, as did her sisters and 
most local people of her late- Victorian 
generation. 

We can dismiss these stories, as I have of- 
ten been tempted to do, as fanciful explana- 
tionism. The reports of Michael’s death in the 
newspapers refer to him being “somewhat 
under the influence of liquor”. Horses 
do spook for no apparent reason. In Leigh, 
when a horse did that, the saying was that 
the horse had “ta’n boggarts” (taken fright 
from seeing a boggart). William was a young 
man of limited mental ability, who had 
dearly loved his younger brother and was 
utterly devastated by his death. Might not a 
frightening dream and an out-of-character 
row with his mother have led him to lose 


control of his already fragile mental faculties 
and throw himself in the canal? Might not 
Maurice, who was very ill and in real fear 

of his life, having been brought up on tales 
of boggarts and black dogs as harbingers of 
death, quite naturally have had a dream that 
presaged his own death? 

Like all matters fortean, one may stand 
wherever one wishes. And yet the fortean 
will recognise that there is room here for a 
boggart. We cannot ever know what goes 
on in another’s mind, nor even in our own. 
Our knowledge of history is imperfect and 
fragmentary —- we were not there; we did not 
experience the events as others did. Memory 
is famously flawed and unreliable. This 
inevitably leads to gaps in our knowledge 
and experience. Here, then, is where the 
boggarts truly live. Not under bridges and in 
bogs, but in the tiny cracks and gaps in our 
own inadequate and fractured perception of 
reality. And the boggart may not be the only 
creature to lurk there. 


NOTES 


1 See, for example, Boggart Hole Clough Com- 
munity Action Plan (Peter F Milner, 2005) 


2 For example, in Lancashire Folklore (Leigh 
Local History Society Publication No 19, 
1993), Arthur Griffiths suggests a Celtic ori- 
gin. An Internet trawl will reveal several other 
etymologies, of varying degrees of dubiety. 

3 Harland and Wilkinson, 1867, quoted in the 
Oxford Dictionary of English Folklore, Jacque- 
line Simpson & Steve Roud, Oxford University 
Press, 2000. 


4 John Roby, The Traditions of Lancashire in 


Two Volumes, (George Routledge, London and 
LC Gent, Manchester, 1829). The fifth edition 
of 1872, in two volumes, is available at the 
Project Gutenberg website: www.gutenberg. 
org/ebooks/15271 and 25256. The odd refer- 
ence to ‘seven senses’ is original. 


5 Ibid., vol. 1. 
6 Ibid., vol. 2. 


7 David Clarke, Supernatural Peak District, 
Robert Hale Ltd., 2000, pp.10-12 


8 Ibid., p.79. 


9 Jack Nadin’s Burnley website, now sadly 
defunct. 


10 | have been unable to determine who 

Dick Mather was, though Mather is not an 
uncommon name locally. There is a story of a 
17th-century hellfire preacher called Richard 
Mather who emigrated to America, but he is 
by no means the only Richard Mather in the 
town’s records. Dick Mather Boggart appears 
to have gained his name by association with 
a locality rather than with a person of that 
name. 


11 “Inquest in Leigh”, Leigh Chronicle, 25 Oct 
1879, p5. 


12 Ibid. 


13 Leigh Chronicle, 6 Sept 1918 and Leigh 
Journal, same date. 


14 William Aspinall’s death certificate. 


15 “A Fatal Cart Incident in Bedford”, Leigh 
Chronicle, 18 Oct 1879, p4. 


ee PATRICK MALONEY is the author of the Thegn 
Edgar series of historical novels. He lives in that 
most haunted of counties, Lancashire. This is 
his second piece for Fortean Times. A long-time 
student of all matters fortean, he thinks that 
one day, he will hear a scratch at the door. 
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LINCOLNSHIRE’S 
BEVY OF THE BIZARRE 


ROB GANDY gathers his odds and ends of high strangeness from what Henry VIII once 
uncharitably called “that most brute and beastly of our counties”, including more road 
ghosts, weird human-shaped mists and a threatening phantom voice on a video recording... 


ROCK DRUM / WIKIMEDIA 


ABOVE: Devils dragging sinners to Hell in the Romanesque frieze at Lincoln Cathedral; this series would suggest that the county is still full of diabolical entities. 


rom early 2019 I have enjoyed swap- 
ping emails with FT’s own Barry 
Baldwin. These started off with high 
academic aspirations, but pleasur- 
ably descended into exchanges 
about Hovis Presley, football and 
forteana. Although Barry now lives in Cana- 
da, it’s safe to say that “you can take the lad 
out of Lincoln but you can never take Lin- 
coln out of the lad”. Indeed, he still follows 
the travails of his beloved Lincoln City and 
recently wrote an article for The Lincolnshire 
Poacher entitled “Strange Shire Goings-on”.* 
I loved his quoting Henry VIII describing 
Lincolnshire as “that most brute and beastly 
of our counties”. The article highlighted the 
wide range of weird phenomena that occur 
across what was the second largest county in 


England in terms of area: mysterious singing, 


hospital hauntings, pubs with poltergeists, 
invisible grasping hands, possible UFOs, me- 
teorological mayhem, choked chickens, and 
quotes from both Charles Fort and Lincoln- 
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BIGFOOT MIGHT HAVE 
BEEN CAUGHT ON FILM 
IN A NATURE RESERVE 
IN FRISKNEY 
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shire lass Margaret Thatcher! 

This article pulls together all of the 
remaining first and second-hand testimo- 
nies that I received during my Lincolnshire 
researches and completes my series of 
fortean tales relating primarily to the roads 
of the county; viz. “The Ruskington Horror” 
(FT401:32-38, 402:38-43), “Weird Wheels 
from the Wolds” (FT407:48-51), and “Scary 
Stories from Scunthorpe” (FT411:48-52). 

It has similarities to Barry’s piece in that it 


covers very diverse phenomena. One story 

I cannot include concerns a lady seen ona 
bridge in Edwardian dress by a driver and 
his passengers — there was very heavy wind, 
but her clothes did not move at all. Unfortu- 
nately, the witness did not follow up on his 
telephone call, despite my best endeavours. 
Nevertheless, I have more than sufficient 
stories to tell, and arguably I have saved the 
best until last - there are two in which the 
high strangeness metre goes “up to 11”. I will 
let readers be the judge of this, but for hors 
d’oeuvres I summarise a collection of county- 
wide reports from the pages of FT (roughly 
in chronological order) before presenting the 
first and second-hand ‘real-life’ experiences 
that I have received. 


FORTEAN LINCOLNSHIRE 

Back in 1998 a lorry was overtaken by an 
ostrich running at about 45mph (72km/h) 
on the A45. It had escaped from a farm 
near Grantham and was eventually shot 


HONGKING / CREATIVE COMMONS 


THE WHITE HART HOTEL 
LINCOLN 


ABOVE: The White Hart in Lincoln boasts so many ghosts that the pub issued an information leaflet for visitors. BELOW: The famous Lincoln Imp. 


(FT111:08). Historian Paul Cantwell wrote 
to the Queen asking for various saints’ body 
parts to be returned to Lincoln Cathedral 
from the Tower of London. These had been 


seized on the order of Henry VIII (him again!) 


and included: the head of St Hugh (the first 
saint of Lincoln), a finger of St Catherine, 

a tooth of St Paul and a bone of St Stephen 
(FT171:12). Jason and Claire Foster moved 
to an isolated farmhouse in Ludford and 
kept finding old pairs of footwear at the end 
of their drive every Sunday morning — 30 
pairs over five months! They ranged from 
toddlers’ sandals to designer brands and 
roller blades; some worn and some brand 
new. Covert video surveillance showed the 
culprits to be an elderly couple tossing shoes 
from a green vehicle. The deliveries stopped 
after publicity and the Fosters auctioned 

the shoes for charity (FT203:09). The White 
Hart Hotel, close to Lincoln Cathedral, has so 
many ghosts that it issued a leaflet for guests 
and visitors; these include a lady in crino- 
line, a highwayman and a man ina 1920s 
smoking jacket (FT232:18). Michael Fletcher 


of meeting up with a ghostly Knight Templar 
on horseback one foggy night near Navenby 
(FT267:73). Back in the 18th century, Ep- 
worth Rectory was the scene of poltergeist 
phenomena which included a ghostly badger 
and a phantom white rabbit (FT273:74). 
Lincoln Cathedral itself was the subject of a 
Fortean Traveller piece which described how 
Dean Jackson believed the Cathedral should 
be exorcised because a battle between good 
and evil centred on the ancient building. Ted 
Harrison then discusses the folklore relating 


to the Cathedral’s (in)famous grotesque - The 


: Lincoln Imp - and its north-facing window 


being called ‘Lucifer’s Eye’. He also refers to 


- EllisC Taylor’s claim that the Cathedral has 


its own code (a la Da Vinci Code) and hides 
‘The Ark of Lucifer’, the diabolic equivalent 


© to the Ark of the Covenant! (FT322:72-75). 
described his ‘It Happened to Me’ experience : 


More recently Diana Lyons described her 
‘THTM’ experience of a ghost verger in the 
Cathedral (FT393:73). Switching to cryptozo- 
ology, Bigfoot might have been caught on film 


: in anature reserve in Friskney (FT325:08) 
: with claims of “Bigfoot sightings that run up 


and down the A15” (FT393:17). A humanoid 
entity was spotted running across a road near 


: Humberside Airport, with ripped fencing 


and severed deer legs found the next day 
(FT393:17). Finally, an antique gypsy caravan 
at the Gordon Boswell Romany Museum in 
Spalding is haunted by the spirit of a giggling 
gypsy girl (FT393:21). 


. RAF EVP 

: On 24 July 2009 RC took his family to a small 
: airshow at RAF Cottesmore in neighbour- 

: ing Rutland, where he was working at the 

: time. It would have been the Station Families 
Day, and as he recalls, the weather was quite 
: warm and sunny. 


In one of the hangars there was a Harrier 


aircraft on display where children could sit in 
: the cockpit. They decided it would be nice for 
: their daughter Ellie, who would have been 

: aged around 23 months old at the time, to sit 

; in the cockpit for a photograph. They climbed 
: the steps at the side of the aircraft so that 

: RC, Ellie’s mum and a pilot were standing 

: on the staging (platform) at the top. They got 
: Ellie in the cockpit and RC went to take the 

: photograph, from two or three feet above her 
: looking down. However, he thinks that he 

: must have knocked the mode selector on his 
Fuji Finepix $5800 camera as he removed it 

: from its case. Asa result, instead of taking a 

: still photo he took three to four seconds of 

: video instead. 


They later played back the video and the 


: shot of Ellie was clear, with her mum calling 

: her name twice to get her to look up at the 

: camera. However, there immediately follows 

: astrange voice that no one heard at the time 
saying what sounds like “T’ll take ya” - which 
: of course was quite alarming given that the 

: subject of the video was a young girl. The 
voice showed up very strongly on a sound 

: monitor, suggesting that the source was very 

: close to RC at the time; the microphone on 

: his digital camera only picks up sound in 

: avery small radius around the camera. Every- 
one present confirmed that nobody said any- 
: thing, and certainly not the words that can be 
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heard quite clearly on the video. 

RC is genuinely at a loss to try to explain 
what was captured on the video clip as all 
possible explanations have been discounted 
by various people who have viewed it (fam- 
ily and friends rather than any technical 
experts). The idea of an intercepted radio 
transmission has been suggested, but there 
were no aircraft flying at the time the video 
was taken and when talking to colleagues 
who worked in Air Traffic Control, they 
confirmed that the phrase “T’ll take you” is 
not commonly used. In the years that have 
passed RC has kept the clip on his camera 
and sought a rational explanation as to what 
could have caused it, but he has yet to heara 
reasonable explanation of what exactly was 
captured. 

Andrew Pollard of The After Life Project 2 
regularly investigates EVP (electronic voice 
phenomena) and kindly agreed to analyse 
RC’s recording. An initial listen suggested 
a first (faint but clear) voice saying either 
“Cottesmore” or “hostile”; while a second 
(raspy) voice sounded like “Is that yeah?” 
After he cleaned up the recording Andrew 
confirmed that he thought that it was EVP, 
but that it now sounded like someone saying 
“Pll deck ya”. While the EVP could be taken 
as threatening, he didn’t think it involved a 
threat to the little girl or her parents. He also 
suggested the possibility that RC had unwit- 
tingly caught a residual recording. 


THROUGH A WALL DARKLY 

Dan Codd, who is a local writer and collector 
of Lincolnshire folklore and paranormal sto- 
ries, * got in touch with me about a first-hand 
testimony he heard in 1997. It concerned 
Ceres House, a modern governmental build- 
ing in north Lincoln, built in 1977 and now 
occupied by the Environment Agency. The 
witness was Tony, a driver-handyman at the 
building. Early one morning in the mid-1980s 
Tony deposited himself in the large main 
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room on the ground floor, which looks out 
onto Nettleham Road. It was an all-purpose 
filing room filled with stacks of documents 
and records. He settled into a chair, put his 
feet on an empty desk, and poured a cup of 
tea from his flask. His reverie was inter- 
rupted by a curious misty human-like shape 
that manifested itself by the west wall. It 
appeared as though it had come through the 
wall from outside. It then drifted easterly 
across the room, to be briefly obscured by 
one of the several pillars before reappear- 
ing to continue diagonally on its course. 
Once more, it disappeared behind a pillar 
and then reappeared, before Tony lost sight 
of it beyond the corner of the wall in the 
L-shaped room. Astonished, Tony leapt from 
his chair and rushed to where he had last 
seen the shape, but it was no longer there. 
He presumed it had traversed the room and 
vanished through the opposite wall. The 
temperature where Tony was now standing 
was extremely chilly, in contrast to where he 
had sat drinking tea. 

He was certain he had seen something, 
and raced to one of the managers to report 
the incident. He took her to the room, where 
she too felt the air was strangely chilly where 
the entity had passed. Tony was insistent 
that he had seen the shade of a human being 
in the clear daylight, although its being 
misty and ill-defined meant he could not 
determine its sex. Dan knew Tony for many 


HIS REVERIE WAS 
INTERRUPTED BY A 
MISTY HUMAN-LIKE 
SHAPE BY THE WALL 


years and he never elaborated on his story, 
which is so mundane it rings true. Anyone 
inventing a ghost story would not make it so 
dull. As far as Dan is aware, whatever it was 
that Tony saw only put in that one appear- 
ance. However, the event became very well 
known to Ceres House staff over the years 
and developed into something of a local leg- 
end, with some staff believing the building 
to be haunted. 


THE GIRL WITH THE PIGTAILS 

Another first-hand testimony that Dan 
collected involved Rebecca, who in 1998 
was around 18 years old and lived in a flat 
on Station Road, Sleaford.* One night she 
was lying alone in bed watching a film, but 
fell asleep before the end. About an hour 
later she was startled awake, perhaps by a 
sensation of movement by the bed. In the 
television-lit gloom her eyes slowly focused 
on “a tiny little girl” standing silhouetted in 
her bedroom doorway, looking in. The child 
looked about five years old, and was very 
pretty with her pigtails and black-and-white 
Victorian-style petticoat. Rebecca realised 
the little girl was sobbing uncontrollably, 
with tears running down her cheeks, seem- 
ingly becoming increasingly upset. Rebecca 
asked “What’s wrong? Are you alright?” 

but this only appeared to agitate the child 
further. Rebecca tried more comforting 
words, but nothing seemed to reassure the 
girl. When Rebecca began to swing her feet 
off the bed and onto the floor, as if to get up, 
the crying girl began to fade from view. Very 
quickly, the strange little girl had vanished 
entirely. 

Dan asked if she might have been dream- 
ing, but Rebecca was emphatic that she 
wasn’t, because she could recall that the 
end of the film she had been watching was 
playing on the television at that point. Inter- 
estingly, around that time, her friend who 
lived in the same (fairly new) block of flats 


ABOVE: Harriers lined up at RAF Cottesmore before the station’s closure. It was here in 2009 that ‘RC’ made his disturbing EVP recording. 
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told her how she had awoken one night and 
seen what she believed to be the ghosts of 
four “workmen” standing at the foot of her 
bed. Rebecca and her friend were genuinely 
mystified by their experiences, and could 
only wonder if there was some connection 
with the warehouses which had previously 
stood on the site of the flats. 


PACKING SHOP GHOST 

Jack (pseudonym) worked in Grantham at 
the Barpak factory on Alma Park (it closed 
at the end of the 1980s). At one time he was 
a material cutter in the women’s packing 
shop, and he recalls that one day a woman 
looked into the dispatch area and said: 
“There’s something blue in there.” Nobody 
else said anything and Jack gave it no fur- 
ther thought until one day he was cutting 
polythene bags with scissors to one side of 
the packing shop, when he became aware 
that someone was standing near his right 
shoulder. Naturally, he turned to see what 
they wanted, but to his surprise there was 
nobody there. 

The next day the same thing happened 
again, and he actually saw movement of 
some kind out of the corner of his eye. 

He turned and saw “full on” a vague, 

hazy, light-coloured human form with no 
discernable features, which faded away 
immediately. He remembers that it was not 
as tall as him, and was primarily a head 
and shoulders, more female than male. 

He commented that it looked “pixelated”, 
akin to looking at something made from a 
net curtain. A few days later he mentioned 
these experiences to a lady called Irene, 
an inspector he got on well with, who said: 
“There’s a ghost in here Jack.” He was sure 
she was right. 


A Where Tony was 
=< ° seated 
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: TUMBLEWEED FOG 


One early evening, around the end of 


: Autumn 2013, Mr J was driving east on the 

: A155 towards East Kirkby, accompanied by 

: a friend’s daughter. The weather was quite 
hot. They were on the straight stretch of 

: road just before the village, and about two 

: minutes from the local airfield, with open 

: fields either side. Just then a strange “ball of 
: fog” appeared from the edge of a field and 

: rolled across the road in front of them, left to 
: right. It was roughly the size of an inflatable 
: beach ball and looked just like tumbleweed. 
: Mr J had to slow down to let it pass. It did 

: not change shape (although its substance 

: seemed to whirl and twist) and simply car- 

: ried on into the adjacent field. Mr J drove 

: on without giving the incident too much 

: thought; it was only later that the strange- 

: ness of what he had seen caught up with him. 


i THE GIRL IN THE NIGHTDRESS 

: It was 7.30 ona bright, sunny Sunday morn- 

: ing in April 2016 when Martin was driving 

: his partner Amy and his 13-year old daugh- 

: ter Caroline (all pseudonyms) on the A15 out 
: of Lincoln through Bracebridge Heath. They 
: were heading for Spalding where his daugh- 
; ter was involved in a gymnastics competi- 
tion. The old St John’s Hospital * site was to 

: their left, and the Blacksmith Arms pub was 

: about 200 yards ahead to their right. Just 

: then Caroline shouted, “Look!” and pointed 
: ahead toa little girl near the hospital rail- 
ings opposite the pub, standing down from 

: the pavement in the grass so that her feet 

: couldn’t be seen. All three of them watched 

: the girl as they approached and Caroline 

: pointed out that the girl was only wearing 

: anightie! The girl looked to be between six 
‘and eight years old and was about 3-3.5ft (90- 


LEFT: The path of the misty, human-like shape 
seen by Tony in Ceres House in Grantham. 


104cm) tall. She was thin, with long, mousy 
brown hair that Caroline thought was in a po- 
nytail. Her nightie was plain white, in fabric 
that looked like an old-fashioned tablecloth. 
The girl’s face was expressionless, but both 
Amy and Caroline felt that she looked at 
them. But what shocked all three of them 
was that they could clearly see through the 
little girl, who appeared to be transparent, 
although there was a sort of frosty effect to 
what they saw. 

To add to their astonishment, the girl then 
began to float along the pavement, staying 
in front of the car and keeping pace with it, 
even though they were travelling at 30mph 
(48km/h) miles per hour. She was looking 
ahead and it was as if she was walking very 
fast, with her feet not leaving the ground. 
However, what was really strange was that 
her movement seemed to take place ina 
series of short instantaneous ‘jumps’. She 
continued ahead of the car for 300-400 yards, 
as far as the Ford & Slater Garage on the left. 
Martin, Amy and Caroline never took their 
eyes off the girl for the whole of the time, but 
she then suddenly vanished. As they passed 
where she disappeared all three looked back 
but could not see anything. They were com- 
pletely ‘gobsmacked’ and have talked about 
the episode, which only lasted 20-30 seconds, 
on many occasions. They have exactly the 
same recollections, albeit with very minor 
variations (one thought the hair was possibly 
a dark brown and one thought that the girl 
might have looked worried). As Martin says: 
“It was truly amazing!” 


TOM OTTER’S LANE 
On a very warm sunny Sunday afternoon in 
July or August 2006, Sally (pseudonym) and 
her mother had been for Sunday lunch at 
the Hume Arms in Torksey. Sally was driving 
them back to Lincoln, and they were chat- 
ting, as they turned right on to Tom Otter’s 
Lane heading south towards Doddington 
village. She wasn’t driving fast, as they had 
only just turned onto the road, and there 
was no other traffic around. As they were 
approaching a small pull-in on the right by 
the river, around 40ft (12m) in front of them 
a large ball of what looked like thick white 
smoke came out of the trees to the left. It was 
approximately 3ft (90cm) across and about 
15ft (4.6m) off the ground. It seemed to stop 
in front of them, as though it were aware of 
their approach, but then moved off to the 
right just as they approached it. Sally and 
her mum looked at each other and both said 
“Did you see that!?” The trees were sparse 
and they could see all the way through 
them, but couldn’t see anything or anyone 
in the area from which the smoke-ball had 
emerged. Sally kept looking in the rear-view 
mirrors but couldn’t see it anymore. 

I was curious as to why that road was 
called “Tom Otter’s Lane’, and did an Inter- 
net search. An article by Joanne Major® indi- 
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cated that in 1805 Tom Otter entered into a 
bigamous marriage with a local girl who was 
heavily pregnant with his child. Later, on the 
wedding day, after a drink and bite to eat in 
The Sun Inn at Saxilby and taking the road 
to Drinsey Nook, Tom brutally murdered 
his new wife by battering her skull witha 
wooden club and throwing her body into a 
nearby ditch. The corpse was discovered the 
next day and suspicion quickly fell on Tom, 
who was subsequently arrested, charged and 
tried at Lincoln Assizes. Being found guilty, 
he was sentenced to death by hanging, with 
his body to be hung in irons on a gibbet to 
rot. As was the custom, the 30ft (9m) high 
gibbet was placed near to the scene of the 
crime on Saxilby Moor. Apparently, “for 
several days after the event, the vicinity of 
the gibbet resembled a country fair with 
drinking booths, ballad singers, gypsy fid- 
dlers, and fortune-tellers”. The gypsies found 
it practical to camp close to the gibbet, and 
Tom’s mouldering bones, because local folk 
kept their distance after dark and left them 
in peace. 7 

The site of the gibbet was on Tom Otter’s 
Lane; I suppose it’s one way to get a road 
named after you! I made enquiries with 
Joanne who kindly sent me an image from 
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an 1828 Ordnance Survey map which shows 
where the gibbet stood. It was on, or very 
near, the opposite side of the road from the 
pull-in where Sally and her mother had 
their experience. This would mean that 

the ball of smoke, or whatever it was, came 
from the same side of the road as where the 
gibbet once stood. Of course, Tom’s body was 
suspended in its cage from the gibbet and it 
is not known if it was attached directly to the 
beam or hung down by a chain. Either way 

it would have been at a height that would 
have made it difficult to remove the body, as 
with all gibbets. Interestingly, Sally and her 
Mum saw the ball of smoke high up in the 
air, and it can be hard to judge heights when 
travelling. Might it be that what they saw 
was higher than 15ft (4.6m)? How low would 
a gibbet cage hang from a gibbet beam? 
Could it be that the smoke ball was at the 
same height as part of Tom’s gibbet cage all 
those years ago? We will never know - but 

it would be an interesting coincidence. I 
checked with Sally about whether she knew 
Tom’s story: she confirmed that although 
she knows it now, she certainly didn’t at the 
time of the experience, so there is absolutely 
no question of suggestion being involved. 
Indeed, when I showed her the details of the 


LEFT: Tom Otter’s Lane at the point where the 
‘smoke ball’ emerged from the trees at the left. 
BELOW LEFT: 1828 Ordnance Survey map showing 
location of Gibbet on Tom Otter’s Lane. 


location of the gibbet she said that it gave 
her goose bumps. This is undoubtedly a very 
intriguing case. 


CONCLUSIONS 

Despite its size many travellers will not have 
stayed in Lincolnshire, even though they 
will have touched its western reaches while 
bombing up and down the Great North Road 
(the A1). Yet the number and range of report- 
ed phenomena I have come across should be 
sufficient for most forteans to add it to their 
holiday wish list. Lincoln is a natural tourist 
venue, and you can go and check if the Lin- 
coln Imp really was a creature sent by Satan, 
only to be turned into stone by an angel. 
Templar country has obvious attractions and 
there are plenty of WWII-related airfields® 
and museums? supposedly harbouring the 
wraiths of past airmen, while industrial 
Scunthorpe has yielded a surprising number 
of testimonies. Interestingly, the 80-odd mile 
coastline produced no responses; perhaps 
phantom hitchhikers and road ghosts just 
find Skegness and the Lincolnshire seaside 
too bracing... 


NOTES 


1 Barry Baldwin, “Strange Shire Goings-on”,’ The 
Lincolnshire Poacher, Spring 2020, p15. 


2 https:/theafterlifeproject.com/ 


3 Full testimony in Dan Codd’s Paranormal Lincoln- 
shire (Amberley Publishing, 2020). 


4 Full testimony in Dan Codd’s Mysterious Lincoln- 
shire (DB Publishing, 2013). 


5 St John’s Hospital in Bracebridge has a well- 
established reputation for being haunted. See: 
https:/hauntedhistoryoflincolnshire.blogs.lincoln. 
ac.uk/surrounding-areas/bracebridge-st-johns- 
hospital/ and https:/paranormalhauntings. 
blog/2019/09/16/st-johns-asylum-lincolnshire- 
history-and-ghostly-encounters/ 


6 Joanne Major, “The Murderous Tale behind Tom 
Otter’s Lane”, All Things Georgian, 2015. https:/ 
georgianera.wordpress.com/2015/04/28/the- 
murderous-tale-behind-tom-otters-lane/ 


7 Garry Ross of Lincs Paranormal Research Team 
(www.lincsprt.com/) has researched the story of 
Tom Otter, which has undoubtedly been embroi- 
dered over time. Garry advises that the only cer- 
tainties are that Tom murdered his pregnant wife, 
was hanged in Lincoln and was taken to Saxilby to 
be gibbeted; although it is also probably true that 
birds made a nest in his corpse’s mouth as this 
was reported in the local press. 


8 www.bbh.zulem.com/Bruce_Barrymore_Hal- 
penny_Aviation_Military_Books1.html. 


9 The Lincolnshire Aviation Heritage Centre at 
East Kirkby is highly recommended. It houses Avro 
Lancaster NX611 Just Jane’, which it is restoring 
to airworthy condition. www.lincsaviation.co.uk/ 


ee ROB GANDY is a Visiting Professor at Liver- 
pool Business School, Liverpool John Moores 
University and a regular contributor to FT. A 
lifelong fortean, he has eclectic interests in all 
things weird, including phantom hitchhikers, 
ghosts, strange sports and folk customs. 
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What has transported actor and writer Nigel Planer to the south-east London of 1910? 
Why, Rupert Sheldrake’s theory of morphic resonance, of course. Oh, and his forthcoming 
novel, Jeremiah Bourne in Time. BOB FISCHER opens the doors of temporal perception and 
discusses a welter of Edwardian forteana with the man himself 


*>ve always found the con- 

cept of morphic resonance 

fascinating,” says Nigel 

Planer, thoughtfully. “I read 

Rupert Sheldrake’s earliest 

books in the 1980s, and 
thought the idea would be a use- 
ful one to expand upon.” 

Sheldrake’s theories still 

make for interesting reading. 
For the uninitiated, morphic 
resonance is the proposition that 
collective memory is inherited 
via “morphic fields” that dictate 
behaviour." It’s the reason, sug- 
gests Sheldrake, that birds fly 
south for the winter and humans 
celebrate Thanksgiving and 
Passover every year: “The past 
becomes present through a kind 
of resonance with those who 
have performed the same rituals 
before.” 2 

It’s a concept that provides 
the inspiration for Nigel’s forthcoming 
novel, Jeremiah Bourne in Time. By mentally 
attuning himself to the echoes of the past, 
the titular hero —a 21st century London 
teenager — is able to transport himself back 
to 1910, where he begins to unravel the fam- 
ily mystery surrounding his absent mother. 
“T wanted to remain vague about the actual 
process of time travel,” continues Nigel. “So I 
picked on morphic resonance as the vaguest 
thing I could think of! I tend to lose interest 
when you’ve got a machine that time travels, 
because the science goes out of the window. 
But with a concept like morphic resonance, 
even though it’s derided as being pseudosci- 
ence, it’s something that’s still on the bound- 
aries of scientific explanation. Which is great 
for fiction. It makes things just that little bit 
more believable. Whereas if you’re going to 
make a great big statement —‘Oh yes! Every 
time I put on this magic sock, I find myself in 
medieval Italy!’ - that requires a different 
stretch of the imagination. 

“Some scientists would say that morphic 
resonance isn’t empirically tested and peer- 
group reviewed. But, in writing a science 
fiction book, you don’t give a toss about that. 
What I wanted was that feeling of: ‘Oh... 
could this almost be real?’ That opens up a 
huge realm”. 
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“MORPHIG RESONANGE, 
EVEN THOUGH DERIDED 
AS PSEUDOSGIENGE, IS 
ON THE BOUNDARIES OF 
SGIENTIFIG EXPLANATION” 


I’m speaking with Nigel not through the 
power of morphic resonance, but via a fiz- 
zling Zoom connection on a damp Tuesday 
afternoon. I tell him he’s been an unlikely 
influence on my musical tastes. His 1984 
cover of Traffic’s trippy classic ‘Hole In My 
Shoe’ - recorded in character as Neil, 
the hippie student from ground- 
breaking BBC sitcom The Young 
Ones - undoubtedly sparked my 
lifelong interest in all things 
psychedelic. He seems delighted 
about this, and confirms his own 
fascination with the decidedly far- 
out extends into Jeremiah Bourne In 
Time: in particular, the book’s theories 
about our collective perception of 


LEFT: Nigel Planer. BELOW: 
Rupert Sheldrake, whose theory 
of morphic resonance informs 
Nigel’s new novel, Jeremiah 
Bourne in Time. 


time. 

“You know when you can’t 
see something that you’ve lost, 
but then suddenly you do?” he 
ponders. “It’s been on the table 
all along, but you just couldn’t 
see it? Well... which bit of your 
mind didn’t see it, and how did 
it then open up so you did? May- 
be the past is like that. Maybe 
it’s like Aldous Huxley’s The 
Doors of Perception...* you know, 
his theory that we’re only using 
a tiny portion of our minds, and 
psychedelic drugs will open up 
the rest. Is there also a portion 
of our minds that’s blanking out the possibil- 
ity of time folding in half?” 

Although Jeremiah travels in time, he 
remains in the same fixed point in space: 
the very real Blackfriars Road in south-east 
London. The resonance of the city’s rich his- 
tory - and a battered photo Jeremiah finds 
of an Edwardian séance taking place in the 
basement of his own house - provides the im- 
petus for the youngster’s inaugural journey 
to 1910. The echoes of the capital’s past are 
felt strongly by Nigel himself. 

“T live in central London, and on every cor- 
ner, you'll see a stone, a statue or a carving 
that reminds you the city has been here for 
thousands of years,” he explains. “Yesterday 
I was walking through an outdoor shopping 
mall, and there was a Roman carving in 
the floor. It’s been there for two thousand 
years, and they weren’t allowed to move 
it, so they built around it. And that 
sends me back. It’s an extraordinary 
feeling to have your imagination af- 

fected in that way. And the idea of 
that feeling becoming so powerful 
that time travel actually happens... 
I find that really exciting. 
“And I have some fun 
with it. So if you 
travel in time, 


but you’re on a ladder that didn’t exist 
back then... you fall! And if you’re 

on the Jubilee line, but then travel 
back to before it was built, you’ll bury 
yourself alive. Whereas on the North- 
ern Line, you'll be OK right back to 
1890. It’s a very pedantic view of time 
travel, which is good for laughs.” 

The book also takes an intrigu- 
ing view of the intellectual schisms 
present in 1910, particularly those 
between hard-edged scientific opinion 
and rather more fortean viewpoints. 
The Edwardian Londoners with a 
leaning towards the latter frequently 
mistake Jeremiah’s mobile phone for 
an example of the necromantic “black 
glass” - an Aztec “spirit mirror” kept 
by Elizabeth I’s court astronomer, Dr 
John Dee.’ The free-thinking nature 
of middle-class Edwardian society, 
for good and ill, is clearly one that 
interests Nigel. 

“Before the First World War, there 
were people like Edward Carpen- 
ter, walking everywhere in his rope 
sandals,” he nods. “He was one of the 
Bloomsbury Set... he was gay and he 
lived in Derbyshire with the son of a 
Sheffield train driver.° And he held a 
set of beliefs that feel much more like 
today’s New Age or woke beliefs. So 
there were people like him, Madame 
Blavatsky (FT302:32-37), the Goncourt 
set in France, ° and then a lot of Spiri- 
tualist thinkers. And out of that move- 
ment came some really sound things and 
some really bonkers things. Vegetarianism 
and New Soil science: people like Leonard 
Knight Elmhirst, who went to Santiniketan 
to do New Soil research with Rabindranath 
Tagore.’ It’s a fascinating period.” 

But not without its darker side. In 1910, 
Jeremiah Bourne encounters Henry Dav- 
enant Hythe, a scientist who believes the key 
to a better society lies in eugenics, and the 
selective breeding of human beings without 
what he views as the baser instincts. 

“Tt’s not a part of our history that’s often 
puffed up, because some of the greatest 
minds were also eugenicists,” says Nigel. “In 
the book, there’s a bit about George Bernard 
Shaw, the great socialist thinker... but see 
what he actually said. That we have to clear 
people out eugenically so we have the cor- 
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rect race of socialist beings.® And you think 
‘Hang on a minute...” 

The book has already enjoyed an audio 
adaptation, released as a four-episode 
drama by Big Finish Productions in 2018. 
It’s a rollicking, high-tempo version with 
an all-star cast including Celia Imrie, Tim 
McInnerny, Sophie Thompson and Planer 
himself - alongside his fellow graduate of 
The Young Ones household, Christopher 
Ryan. The book, he explains, already existed 
at this point, and has a harder science fiction 
feel. It’s the first part of a trilogy, where Jer- 
emiah’s family mysteries will be explored in 
greater detail. “Time travel is an ability his 
mum also has,” says Nigel. “So Jeremiah has 
indeed inherited a collective memory.” 

All of this clearly suggests an abiding 
interest in the fortean, and he confirms be- 
ing a sporadic FT reader. Has he, I wonder, 


ever dabbled with the occult in 

earnest? Jeremiah’s 1910 accomplice, 

the indomitable Phyllis Stokes, is an 
enthusiastic Spiritualist. Has Nigel 
ever taken his place around a ouija 
board, too? 

“As akid, yeah,” he smiles. “And I 
studied astrology a bit in my youth. 
And I once consulted a medium who 
was quite impressive. She said ‘I can 
see your spirit guide... he’s sitting 
beside you, right now’. She said she’d 
been able to do this since she was a 
kid, when she was found in graveyards 
talking to people. My reaction to 
that is still cynical. However, there 
were other things she said that made 
me think there was more to it than I 
was capable of understanding. She 
described my spirit guide to me... and 
it wasn’t irrefutable, but the being she 
described was a thing I’d had a recur- 
rent nightmare about since I was a kid. 
And she explained to me that I was 
wrong to be frightened. He was there 
to help when needed. And I don’t 
know if it was bollocks or not, but it 
was dead cool...” 

Blimey. What did he look like? 

He pauses. 

“He looked remarkably like a 
cartoon wizard from a Terry Pratchett 
book!” he laughs. “And Terry Pratch- 
ett is a bit of a hero of mine. He'll 
take an area like Egyptian religion, or 

ancient Greek philosophy, and he’s done 
his research. He knows what they said. He’s 
taking the piss, but he’s also showing you all 
the different sides of the arguments they 
made: what was at stake, and why.” 

“So, by being in a fantasy world, he shows 
you much more about our world than at first 
seems apparent”. 

Call it morphic resonance if you like, but 
it’s an approach that Nigel has clearly also 
taken to Jeremiah Bourne In Time. The first 
volume of the trilogy is crowdfunding now 
at unbound.com/books/jeremiah-bourne-in- 
time. 


© BOB FISCHER is the writer of the FT’s 
Haunted Generation column and an enthusiast 
of folklore, strange music and retro pop culture. 
He blogs at www.hauntedgeneration.co.uk, and 
tweets @bob_fischer. 


NOTES 


1 The theory of morphic 
resonance was first posited by 
Sheldrake in A New Science of 
Life (Stone Hill Foundation Pub- 
lishing, 1981) and expanded 
upon in The Presence of the 
Past (Harper Collins, 1988). 
See also FT37:4-21, 286:38-40, 
353:52-53. 


2 www.sheldrake.org/research/ 
morphic-resonance/introduction 


3 First published in 1954 
by Chatto and Windus. See 
FT180:28-32. 


4 Dr John Dee’s spirit mirror is 
still held by the British Museum 
(see FT413:8). Or is it actu- 

ally the glass from Jeremiah’s 
mobile phone? 


5 The relationship between 
Edward Carpenter and George 
Merrill inspired EM Forster’s 
novel Maurice (Hodder Arnold, 
1971). Forster began writing the 
book in 1913, but it remained 
unpublished until after his 
death. 


6 Edmond De Goncourt (1822- 
1896), writer, critic and founder 


of the Académie Goncourt liter- 
ary organisation. 


7 In 1921, agronomist Elmhirst 
travelled to West Bengal to 
become the secretary of Indian 
poet, philosopher and social 
reformer Tagore. Together they 
set up the Institute of Rural 
Reconstruction, designed to 
encourage the autonomy and 
self-sufficiency of local villages. 


8 “The only fundamental and 
possible Socialism is the 

socialization of the selective 
breeding of Man” — from The 


Revolutionist’s Handbook and 
Pocket Companion, an appendix 
to Shaw’s 1905 play Man and 
Superman, written in character 
as the play’s protagonist John 
Tanner. Writing from his own 
perspective, Shaw was even 
more forthright in the preface 
to his 1933 play On The Rocks: 
“What we are confronted with 
now is a growing perception 
that if we desire a certain type 
of civilization and culture we 
must exterminate the sort of 
people who do not fit into it.” 
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RESURFACING RHODES 


SD TUCKER reports from the front-line of Zimbabwe's post-colonial culture-wars 
where, far from calls for Rhodes to fall, there are demands instead for Cecil 
Rhodes to rise again — from his grave... 


A small stone man called Cecil Rhodes, 
who hubristically claimed Zimbabwe in his 
own name back in 1895, has stood frozen in 
time outside Oriel College, Oxford, since 
1911. In recent years, he has become a focus 
for student protests. One wonders what he 
might make of Rhodes Scholarship students 
who are perfectly happy to accept a free 
education paid for in his name demanding 
that #RhodesMustFall. Perhaps we should 
dig him up and ask him. In Zimbabwe itself, 
where Rhodes’s corpse has lain buried atop 
the granite outcrop of the Malindadzimu 
Hills, within the hallowed precincts of 
Matobo National Park, since his death in 
1902, there are repeated calls to do just that. 
Matobo is a sacred site, where pre-Christian 
deities and revered ancestral souls also 
dwell, together with the physical remains 
of the founding Ndebele king, Mzilikazi. 
Pilgrims attend the holy cave of Matobo’s 
Njelele Shrine soliciting help from gods 
and ghosts, with unmarried women seeking 
husbands, infertile couples seeking babies, 
failing farmers seeking rain... and corrupt 
politicians seeking votes. 

Oxford’s culture wars over Rhodes’s 
statue are trivial compared to Zimbabwe’s 
equivalent conflict over his carcass. To many 
black Zimbabweans, his grave’s presence 
as a legally protected blot on the ritual 
landscape is an abiding insult to their 
ancestors’ memory, bringing bad luck. In 
2012, an iconoclastic crowd of 600 veterans 
of the 1970s bush war against white-minority 
rule stormed Malindadzimu Hill, demanding 
Rhodes be sent back to Britain, as his 
presence was upsetting the dead so much 
they had blighted the fields with drought. In 
2015, when more #RhodesMustFall student 
hysteria erupted at South Africa’s Cape Town 
University, with a prominent statue being 
toppled, calls for its original model to be 
exhumed and sent off to London resurfaced. 
Zimbabwe’s then-President Robert Mugabe 
told a South African audience: “We have his 
corpse, you can keep his statue... I don’t know 
what you want us to do with him. Should we 
dig him up? But perhaps then his spirit may 
rise again. We have decided to keep him 
down there.” In 2017, Mugabe again raised 
the prospect of Rhodes’s shade returning in 
rage, albeit this time dismissively: “If he is to 
rise from the dead, I am not going to order the 
boys to [waste] one bullet from an AK-47.I 
will order them to use [the butt of] a machine- 
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“SHOULD WE DIG. 
HIM UP? PERHAPS 


THEN HIS SPIRIT 
MAY RISE AGAIN” 


gun to crush his head like that of a cobra.” 
Mugabe was half-joking, but others take 
Cecil’s spook seriously. Local cultural leaders 
damned the war veterans’ 2012 grave-robbing 
expedition as “tantamount to witchcraft”, 
calling the mob “invaders... from afar”, 
trying to impose their will upon the people 
to whom the land truly belonged. “Rhodes is 
there through our ancestors’ agreement,” said 
one traditionalist, rituals being performed 
before his burial to pacify Matobo’s other 
resident deities. True lovers of native customs 
“do not fight with bones”, but respect the 
dead of all races, even Englishmen. So, to dig 
Rhodes up will anger the dead; but so will 
leaving him in the ground. Either way, thanks 
to his burial site’s status as a major tourist 
attraction — pre-Covid, it drew 32,000 people 
a year - Rhodes today lies money-spinning 
in his grave, with local jobs reliant on history 
buffs paying visitation fees and buying tat 
from hawkers. Mugabe himself gloated that 
by selling tickets to his grave slab, he was 
actually placing an anti-colonialist revenge 
tax on Rhodes’s soul, much as Rhodes had 


LEFT: The Cecil Rhodes statue at Oriel College, Oxford. 


: once placed inescapable levies upon the 

: Zimbabwean people, in an eternal and ironic 
: posthumous punishment. Others viewed 

: the influx of wealthy white foreign tourists 

. differently, one agitator warning in 2015 

: that: “We cannot stand seeing whites coming 
: from abroad every day to honour and conduct 
: rituals for their ancestor who is here buried 
‘on our own land... The sooner they take 

: Rhodes to their own land, the better. If they 

: do not, we will do it ourselves.” * 


_ BONES OF CONTENTION 


: Failing to enlist as a Rhodes-digger alienated 
: some, so in 2015 President Mugabe, facing 
‘pressure from within his ruling ZANU-PF 

: Party, took a diversionary pot shot at the 

: old colonial foe by demanding that, rather 

: than accepting Rhodes’s skeleton back, his 

: heirs return the remains of certain historical 
: black Zimbabwean heroes stolen away 

: to England instead. As we saw last issue, 

' awar known as the ‘First Chimurenga’, 

: or ‘revolutionary struggle’, took place in 


1896-97 when indigenous people rebelled 


: against white rule, an uprising led by a 

- spirit medium known as Mbuya Nehanda, 

: the fleshly avatar of an ancient Shona royal 
: spirit who reincarnated perpetually inside 
: other people’s bodies to rally her race 

: during troubled times. After their defeat, 

: many rebels, including Nehanda herself 


(or her earthly 1890s incarnation, Charwe 


Nyakasikana), were executed, with some 

: fighters being decapitated, either because 

: their heads had to be delivered to colonial 

: police to claim any bounty, or as a public 

: warning to others not to join up. Certain of 

: these severed skulls might have ended up in 

- London’s Natural History Museum (NHM), 

‘ leading Mugabe to fulminate wildly. “Surely, 
: keeping decapitated heads as war trophies, 

: in this day and age, in a National History 

: Museum, must rank among the highest 

: forms of racist moral decadence, sadism and 
: human insensitivity,” he said; and these were 
: subjects on which Mugabe was a leading 

: expert. The NHM must repatriate the skulls 

: immediately, so ZANU-PF could hand them 

: to traditional priests for reburial. 


Under Section 47 of the Human Tissue 


Act 2004, the NHM has a legal obligation to 
: consider such requests, even if they are made 
: by Robert Mugabe, but the skulls remain 


DIGR / WIKIMEDIA 


ABOVE LEFT: The Matobo National Park, Zimbabwe, with distinctive rock formations. ABOVE RIGHT: The Tomb of Cecil Rhodes on Malindidzimu (“Hill of the Ancestral Spirits”). 


unreturned. The NHM holds over 20,000 
human remains and, understandably, its 
scholars no more know the precise identities 
of all of them than Mugabe himself knew 

the names of every mutilated corpse in the 
mass graves he helped dig down the decades. 
African skulls are indeed among the NHM’s 
exhibits, but they may not include those of 
Chimurenga fighters at all, let alone that 

of Mbuya Nehanda, as many Zimbabweans 
presumed — a misapprehension ZANU-PF 
were happy not to dispel, due to its inherent 
propaganda value. In February 2020, they 
called a press conference where a reigning 
tribal chief complained the alleged theft of 
the Chimurenga fighters’ heads as macabre 
“war medals” was a deliberate ploy by 
Rhodes’s agents to condemn their owners’ 
ghosts to purgatory: “Our culture rightly says 
if a person dies or is killed in their native 
land that person can only rest if the body and 
soul has been united with their roots... The 
white settlers knew that if they just take the 
head, then they have disconnected the body 
and the head and the person will not become 
[reincarnated] within a spirit-medium.” 
Thus, Mbuya Nehanda had really been 
beheaded (in fact, she was hanged) and her 
skull exported abroad so her ghost could not 
possess any further mediums to lead a second 
insurgency. * 

But, eventually, there was a Second 
Chimurenga. It took place in the 1970s, 
when the black guerrilla fighters who 
later morphed into ZANU-PF waged war 
against Rhodesian PM Ian Smith’s white- 
minority government, leading to Rhodesia’s 
full independence under the new name 
of Zimbabwe in 1980, when Mugabe, the 
most powerful surviving resistance leader, 
took over. Half of guerrilla recruits came 
from the (deliberately) uneducated black 
peasant-classes, whose belief in age-old 


pre-Christian cults was still strong-soa 
good ploy to keep them on side was getting 
the dead to tell them what to do. Ian Smith 
air-dropped pamphlets ‘written’ by the 
ancestors, forbidding the peasants from 
revolting, but the proto-ZANU-PF leaders 
recruited the countryside’s svikiros, or 
spirit-mediums, one of whom invaluably 
claimed to be the latest avatar of Mbuya 
Nehanda. Guerrilla camps acquired special 
holy compounds, from which svikiros would 
predict enemy attacks, magically heal 
wounded troops and summon ‘spirit eagles’ 
to cause Rhodesian aircraft to malfunction. 
The ritual landscape was also exploited, with 
gods providing access to hideouts in sacred 
groves and mountains, which were made 
easily accessible to guerrillas but impossible 
to find for pixy-led apartheid soldiers. Before 
being hanged in 1898, Mbuya Nehanda 
famously promised that one day “My bones 
will rise” to take revenge on the Europeans, 
a prophecy allowing later ZANU-PF MPs to 
present themselves as her chosen skeleton 
army, the “children of the soil” who had led 
the peasants to victory by quasi-supernatural 
means. Naturally, once the white oppressors 
had been replaced by home-grown tyrants, 
opposing ZANU-PF became sacrilege. * 


RHODES TO RUIN 


By 1999, certain blasphemers had finally 

got their political act together under the 
umbrella of the Movement for Democratic 
Change Party (MDC), whose swelling support 
augured another national uprising until 
Comrade Bob got there first by declaring 

his own Third Chimurenga at the behest of 
his ancestors. This new crusade was aimed 
against the white farmers who still owned 
huge tracts of land as Rhodes’s final imperial 
legacy. Anybody who objected to this - 

like, say, awkward MDC politicians — thus 


became the heretical, Rhodes-worshipping 
enemies of Mbuya Nehanda. 1970s ZANU- 
PF guerrillas, as the “children of the soil”, 
began contacting regime-friendly spirit 
mediums and jumping out of wardrobes, 
demanding their corpses be repatriated and 
reburied on white farmers’ land, where they 
really belonged, not inside communal pits 

in neighbouring nations, giving an excellent 
excuse for immediate reclamation of fields 
and pasturelands. The commands of the 
ancestors could not be disobeyed - especially 
not if they possessed you, absolving Mugabe’s 
mobs of any moral responsibility for their 
subsequent criminal actions. Armed with 
the twin permission of both ZANU-PF and 
the dead, mobs of war-veterans, led by the 
notorious Chenjerai ‘Hitler’ Hunzvi, overran 
white-owned farms nationwide, beating and 
killing the occupants, often looting, torching 
and vandalising the places for good measure. 
As ZANU-PF opportunists took the farms for 
themselves under a euphemistic programme 
of ‘Fast-Track Land Reform’, they quickly 
ruined one of the few profitable areas of the 
otherwise mismanaged economy, causing 
mass food shortages and hyperinflation as 
horrified Western nations imposed financial 
sanctions in response. 

Awkwardly, many svikiros forbade the 
killing of opponents unless absolutely 
unavoidable, this being against the morality 
of the gods, with white POWs often simply 
disarmed and released to avoid offending 
Heaven. One less-than-compliant rebel 
leader, Josiah Tongogara, impiously 
threatened such pesky Harare Krishnas with 
imprisonment for their meddling, before 
dying in a 1979 car crash; obviously a godly 
punishment. As Tongogara was a rival of 
Mugabe’s, Comrade Bob was not unhappy to 
allow this myth to linger, especially as he may 
have helped arrange the ‘accident’ himself; * 
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but by the Third Chimurenga this narrative of 
possible heavenly disapproval of bloodshed 
grew problematic. After death, Tongogara 
was automatically absorbed into the body of 
the ancestors, so now had to be respected, 
leading Mugabe to set a spare place for 
Tongogara’s angry ghost at his dinner table 
each night in propitiation, according to one 
popular rumour of the day (FT152:26). When, 
in 2001, three top ZANU-PF figures, including 
Hitler Hunzvi, died in the run-up to a Solar 
eclipse, traditional healer Peter Sibanda 
divined that the deadly “rotting of the Sun” 
showed the displeasure of the unheeded 
dead at Mugabe’s murderous farm-seizures. If 
such policies did not change, then the entire 
ZANU-PF Cabinet might soon be forced to 
meet the ancestors face-to-face, said Sibanda. 
Many unhelpful svikiros who spread similar 
gossip were subsequently visited by ZANU- 
PF thugs who provided firm ‘advice’ against 
further peacenik apostasy, while a 1970s war 
song, “Zimbabwe is Born of the Blood of the 
Ancestors”, was resurrected by rampaging 
war veterans to justify their campaign of 
“sacred violence” against the “Boers” and 
their traitorous black MDC allies. * 


NO COUNTRY FOR YOUNG MEN 
Another 1970s war song, “Oh Spirit”, 
contains the line “Mugabe is our ancestor”, 
even though, at the time, he was still very 
much alive. He finally died in September 
2019, aged 95. In his last decade, Bob 
became doddery and senile - yet made this 
an electoral asset. By threatening to die 

on a daily basis, tripping over and falling 
asleep in public, Mugabe stood on the very 
threshold of the world of the ancestors, whose 
profound wisdom he shared in more fully 
than any MDC opponents, whom he derided 
as mere “children”, ever could. Whenever 

he gave incoherent speeches, what initially 
appeared products of dementia were re- 
spun as oracular pronouncements akin to 
those once uttered by the male svikiro and 
First Chimurenga co-leader Sekuru Kuguvi, 
of whom Mugabe, now calling himself 
‘Presi-Daddy’, had suddenly become the 
reincarnation. So, when in 2012 he told a 
women’s rights conference that women had 
no rights, being “inferior”, before advising 
they could be purchased in return for money 
and cattle, this was normal. Feminism was 

a front for lesbianism, which would “lead 

to [our] extinction”, Presi-Daddy said, 
elsewhere explaining how homosexuality 
itself was an invention of Rhodes’s neo- 
colonial British heirs like Tony Blair and his 
government of “gay gangsters” intended to 
prevent Africans breeding. “Leave whites to 
do that,” he advised; any black Zimbabweans 
who did imitate Bum-Boy Blair were “insane” 
or “worse than dogs and pigs”. Gayness could 
not be tolerated in Zimbabwe, as “otherwise 
the dead will rise against us,” Mugabe 
concluded — thus, his ramblings were reborn 
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as ex cathedra ancestral commands. 

When, in 2008, the ungrateful brats of 
Zimbabwe failed to respect their elders by 
voting for the MDC in an election which 
ZANU-PF apparently lost, results remained 
officially unannounced for weeks, supposedly 
while Mugabe consulted the dead. On TV, 
Presi-Daddy then explained how Mbuya 
Nehanda and Sekuru Kuguvi had told him 
that, by supporting the MDC, voters had 
foolishly recolonised Zimbabwe in Britain’s 
name, thereby rendering the result invalid; 
when the election entered a second round, 
Mugabe returned to power. In subsequent 
campaigns, rather than discussing boring old 
policies, he concentrated on bribing tribal 
chiefs with free cars to persuade them to 
order rural whippersnappers to do as the 


dead wanted and vote for the national village- 


elders of ZANU-PF. They were the Fathers of 
the Nation and every Zimbabwean knew a 
father had an ancestor-mandated duty to care 
for his wife and kids if they remained loyal 
and loving to him - or to beat them senseless 
if they did not. © 


SECTS AND VIOLENCE 


Mugabe was raised a Catholic: his mother 
taught him he was chosen by God to lead his 
people from captivity, after her priest, Father 
O’Hea, wowed by the boy’s intelligence, said 
he would surely grow up to be an important 
chap. Mugabe agreed, as did the ZANU- 
PF MPs who later hailed him as “our gift 
from God”, “Zimbabwe’s Messiah” and the 
“only other Son” of “the Almighty”, the 
black brother from another mother of Jesus 
Himself. Even Anglican Bishop Norbert 
Kunonga said Mugabe was Moses reborn, 
“sent to deliver the people of Zimbabwe 
from the bondage of hunger.” Besides Jesus’s 
birthday on 25 December, Zimbabweans were 
forced to celebrate Mugabe’s birthday on 21 
February, a quasi-sacred occasion; hymns 
were doctored so they praised Grandad Bob, 
not Baby Jesus. After the disputed 2008 
elections, Zimbabwe’s Methuselah railed 
that, “Only God can remove me —- not the 
MDC, not the British... It is God who put me 
in this position, not the British, so it is only 
God who can oust me.” Mugabe’s middle 
name is Gabriel, and in 1957 a prophecy 
was made that a man named after the 
Angel Gabriel would one day lead the black 
Israelites to freedom — a prediction which, in 
1980, actually came true. 

Yet some voters thought Jesus was a 
white ancestor of the British, so resented 
the Catholic and Anglican Churches, with 
their historical links to colonial authorities. 
As their priests often criticised ZANU-PF’s 
violence, Mugabe wasn’t always so keen 
on them either, so courted the nation’s 
many apostolic all-black ‘White Garment’ 
churches instead, whose leaders espouse a 
‘theology of the land’ - that Africa belongs to 
Africans. Such sects loved ZANU-PF’s Third 


Chimurenga, especially when Party cadres 
handed out free tracts of stolen property 

to preachers in return for them ordering 
their congregations to vote Mugabe, on the 
direct ‘command’ of God. As White Garment 
prophets talk directly to the Holy Spirit, 
they become Christian Mbuya Nehandas, 
whose holy word could not be disobeyed. 
Mugabe often dressed in white to attend 
their services, as does his ZANU-PF successor 
President Emmerson Mnangagwa. In 2018, 
he visited 250,000 members of the Johane 
Marange Apostolic Church, whose leader, 
Saint Mutumwa Noah Tagute, obligingly 
announced a prophecy straight from God that 
Mnangagwa was “guaranteed” to win the 
next election — especially once the Church’s 
flock all voted for him. In return, Tagute 
received free farms and tractors. In 2019, the 
Church warned ZANU-PF they were only in 
power at their behest, so had better keep up 
their “wonderful job” of bribing them with 
stolen goods. In 2020, Mnangagwa offered 
101 separate indigenous churches yet more 
land during a National Day of Prayer held in 
a sports stadium. Mnangagwa’s subsequent 
call for a country-wide period of holy fasting 
was acclaimed by apostolics, but came 
across to others as a sick joke, every day 
now being a fast day for millions of ordinary 
Zimbabweans. Whenever ZANU-PF want 
non-Christian votes, they pretend to be 
endorsed by the ancestors; whenever they 
want Christian votes, they say Jehovah is a 
card-carrying supporter. ’ 


THE COFFIN THEY CARRIED 

HIM OFF IN 

Following Mugabe’s 2019 death, the fate of 
his own corpse became as contentious as that 
of Cecil Rhodes. Images of Mugabe’s alleged 
casket spread online; it contained an in-built 
computer, so his family could Facebook him 
in the afterlife and keep an eye on him via 
web-cam.® The photo actually showed a PC 
slotted inside a child’s four-foot white coffin 
as part of a 2003 US computer-modding 
contest, but Bob’s real box was just as odd, 
and his family really did want to monitor it six 
feet under - to prevent his flesh being stolen 
for witchcraft. Many voters remain grateful 
to Mugabe for overthrowing the whites, so 
ZANU-PF wanted to bury him in Harare’s 
national shrine to the 1970s war-veterans, 
Heroes’ Acre, in a special mausoleum. 
Mugabe himself often buried ZANU-PF 
allies-turned-opponents in Heroes’ Acre 
whether they liked it or not, hoping to contain 
their souls within monuments, petrifying 
enemies in life into eternal supporters 

in death. Mugabe’s successor, Emmerson 
Mnangagwa, sought to do likewise with him. 
But when Mnangagwa was abroad, Mugabe’s 
widow Grace, the head of a rival ZANU-PF 
faction, announced his family would bury him 
in his old village instead. The Mugabe clan 
showed off the unusual nature of the rural 


tomb, with Bob buried within two separate 
tamper-proof containers, one inside of 
another, like some horrible Kinder Egg, each 
sealed with locks and steel screens, weighed 


down with heavy slabs and sealed in concrete. 


Why? According to Mugabe’s nephews, 
before dying their uncle had foretold that 
perverted ZANU-PF traitors wanted to “use 
my body”. By pilfering his parts, together 
with certain magical items of clothing anda 
mystical sceptre known as tsvimbo yaMambo, 
which had ensured his longevity of rule, 


ZANU-PF sorcerers hoped to usurp his crown. 


Grace Mugabe proved her own leadership 
credentials by keeping the corpse in her 
house prior to interment, heroically fending 
off political grave-robbers, thus showing how 
the divine throne should really be hers. But 
President Mnangagwa was not the only one 
troubled by Grace’s selfless actions. In May 
2021, a traditional tribal court ruled Mugabe 
should indeed be buried in Heroes’ Acre, 
fining Grace five cows and a goat after she 
refused to obey (or even attend) the court’s 
ruling — a verdict Grace intends to appeal 
(see FT412:5). Traditional healer Benjamin 
Burombo Jr further argued Mugabe “should 
be buried in a cave”. Happily accepting 
Mugabe as the avatar of Sekuru Kuguvi, 


ABOVE: Robert Mugabe's coffin loaded on a gun carriage following a farewell ceremony in Harare in September 2019. 


Burombo explained how, according to 
ancestral tradition, such a sacred vessel had 
to be corked. Mugabe’s teeth and nails must 
be ripped out, before his dehydrated body be 
wrapped in animal hides and sealed away like 
a dead Flintstone. To do otherwise with “a 
chief such as Mugabe” was “forbidden”. But 
Burombo was not ungenerous. If the family 
wanted to symbolically bury something 


themselves, they could always shove a goat’s 
head inside a box instead. And if ZANU-PF 
wanted a big empty mausoleum, that was 
fine too.° After all, Robert Mugabe, in spite 
of his many, many flaws, was a significant 
figure in world history and, as such, deserved 
to be remembered, not simply tossed down 
the Orwellian memory hole... just like Cecil 
Rhodes, really. 
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cauldron ingredients after all; see 
http:/newsofthesouth.com/mugabe- 
missing-from-his-fortified-grave/ 
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Everlasting Lane 


RICHARD GEORGE 
wanders St Albans, and 
finds a pervasive air 

of mournfulness, and 
perhaps sexual menace, 
on a post-lockdown walk 


nthe summer of 2020, 
when the first lockdown 
started to lift, I took up 
walking again. I was never 
going to repeat the crazy 
mile-munching escapades of my 
youth, like marching to the “Little 
Blue Man” site in Studham (see 
FT339:56-57) and back in a day. 
Fortunately, there were plenty 
of interesting routes closer to 
home in St Albans, including one 
that had always intrigued me 
- Everlasting Lane. Its unusual 
name has even inspired the title of 
a “Haunted Generation” novel by 
Andrew Lovett.” 

Many years ago, when I was 
volunteering at the Roman 
Museum in St Albans, a female 
colleague mentioned feeling a 
sense of sexual menace in the 
lane. That was all I knew about it. 
It turned out, to my surprise, to be 
a dark, tree-bowered unsurfaced 
track of considerable antiquity. 
That Saturday I was in a good 
mood, as the Covid stats were 
encouraging. But an ambience hit 
me hard: mournfulness. 

In one of my favourite books, 
The Whispering Land, Gerald 
Durrell is on a beach in Patagonia 
as dusk falls: “When I stood up 
in the rapidly gathering gloom 
the whole area seemed steeped 
in sadness, and the presence of 
the vanished Indians seemed very 
close...” 

This is from a remarkable 
passage, as moving as anything 
by his more exalted literary 
brother Lawrence; and “steeped 
in sadness” exactly describes 
Everlasting Lane. But who, or 
what, might have vanished? 

Well, I can’t find a ghost 
- unless I’ve been typing in 
the wrong search terms. But I 


Everlasting 
Lane ts, forme, 

a liminal, rather 
dubious location 


remembered what the woman 

at the museum had said about 
feeling unsafe there. There are 
Dead Woman’s Lanes dotted 
around England, including 

two in Hertfordshire.* Lovers’ 
Lanes, and the secluded places 
prostitutes take their clients, can 
turn dangerous for women very 
quickly. Is Everlasting Lane a 
Dead Woman’s Lane, or perhaps a 
Raped Women’s Lane? 

But this approach can take us 
only so far. We don’t have a ghost. 
We don’t know whether women 
have been killed or violated on 
Everlasting Lane. And if they 
have, it’s all very well to say such 
tragic events are imprinted on the 
Ether. What is the Ether exactly? 
How are the events imprinted 
exactly? What is the science? And 
why does this not occur more 
often? 

We may be on firmer ground 
with a psychological approach. 
Every time we set out on a walk, 
we have routes inside our brains, 
neuronal and synaptic pathways 
of memory and association. 
Everlasting Lane runs between 
the City Hospital and a social 
housing estate. Hospitals have 


negative associations, especially 
in the time of Covid, and I’ve 
always found social housing 
estates rather depressing places. 
Psychogeographically speaking, 
Everlasting Lane, for me, is a 
liminal, rather dubious location. 

I’m not normally sensitive 
to atmospheres; but I have 
felt ambient tristesse once 
before, when I was a student at 
Oxford, in a place called Angel 
Meadow.’ The words “angel” 
and “everlasting” both evoke 
the spiritual, the ethereal. Did 
the name “Everlasting Lane” 
trigger a replay, for me, of “Angel 
Meadow”? 

Pursuing this further, 
something very good at blazing 
connections in our brains is 
music. I own a CD by American 
Music Club called Everclear. It’s a 
masterpiece, but one I don’t listen 
to very often, as it’s horrifyingly 
sad (it makes Neil Young’s 
Tonight’s The Night sound like a 
conga line). Everlasting Lane; 
Everclear. A “Eureka!” moment? 
When I encountered Angel 
Meadow in the early Nineties, 

I was listening to a lot of Nick 
Drake. Drake has a particular 
mood of English melancholy, and 
I believe Mark Eitzel of American 
Music Club has acknowledged 
him as an influence. From Nick 
Drake and Angel Meadow to 
Everclear and Everlasting Lane. 
Does this explain what I felt? 

Bear in mind also light and 
shade. Everlasting Lane is 
shadowy at the best of times. 


LEFT: A photo by Jackie McCall, walker, 
blogger and author of The Woman Who 
Walked Through Fear (2018). 


When Gerald Durrell had his 
experience, it was getting dark. 
And here is Christopher Huff at 
the haunted airfield at Matching 
in Essex in the gathering twilight: 
“The atmosphere completely 
changed from a pleasant summer 
walk in the fields to something 
far more melancholy...” ° 

But I can’t let go of the idea 
that places hold emotions. 
Everlasting Lane, for me, was as 
vivid as meeting a person. The 
Romans, who built Verulamium’s 
Roman Theatre a stone’s catapult 
from Everlasting Lane, had 
a term for this sort of thing: 
gentus loci, “spirit of place”. Is 
there a reason the gentus loci of 
Everlasting Lane is so sad? I'd 
love to know. 


NOTES 
1 andrewlovett.co.uk/faqs/ 


2 Gerald Durrell, The Whispering Land 
(1961), p.66 


3 See my article in Hertfordshire 
Countryside 625 (2011), p36; 

JEB Gover et al, The Place-Names 

of Hertfordshire (1938), p170; 
leatherheadlocalhistory.org.uk/ 
miscellany/fetcham-parish-roads.pdf. 
There is also a Dead Woman's Bottom 
near Frome in Somerset, which gave 
rise to the immortal headline “Police 
Enter Dead Woman’s Bottom”. 


4 There were a number of ghost 
reports from nearby Magdalen College 
in the late 1980s: see apnews.com/ 
article/2aOf78cOc4b4a8d8acfe88 
ec2b7e5a30; Janet and Colin Bord, 
Modern Mysteries of the World (1989), 
p328; Ross Andrews, Paranormal 
Oxford (2010), p.41f. | was once invited 
to a student house belonging to the 
college to experience the “terrible” 
atmosphere on an old staircase. | felt 
absolutely nothing. 


5 Christopher Huff, Haunted Second 
World War Airfields: Volume One 
(2012), p192. 


@¢ RICHARD GEORGE is a poet 

and verse translator. He reports on 
the cryptozoology of Hertfordshire, 
where he lives, for Richard Muirhead’s 
periodical Flying Snake. 


FT416 57 


www.forteantimes.com 


FORUM 


Demon rabbits or demon drink? 


HELEN BARRELL revisits 
the case of alleged Essex 
witch Ann West and one 
18th century historian’s 
explanation for the 
accusations levelled at 
the unfortunate woman 


imon Young, in his 

“Fairies, Folklore and 

Forteana” column 

(FT396:27) wonders 

what the witness of 
alleged witch Bess Clarke really 
saw on encountering her familiars, 
which included a demonic black 
rabbit and a greyhound with long 
legs that turned into a headless 
four-year-old boy. He has “not the 
slightest idea.” 

And yet, back in the 18th 
century, a certain vicar-historian 
in Essex was convinced that he 
could explain at least some of the 
phenomena that came out at the 
witch trials. 

In 1748, Rev Philip Morant 
published the first volume of his 
exhaustive (and some might say 
exhausting) book The History and 
the Antiquities of the County of 
Essex. There isn’t a great deal of 
forteana to be found among its 
pages, which are mostly concerned 
with who owned what manor and 
when. Of course, where certain 
lords of the manor were involved 
in fortean events, Morant’s History 
embraces the weird. 

Sir Thomas Bowes bought the 
manor of Great Bromley in the 
early 1600s. His father was from a 
branch of the same Bowes family 
as the Bowes-Lyonses and his 
mother hailed from a wealthy 
family of weavers and cloth 
merchants in Dedham. Knighted 
at Nonsuch Palace in 1630 by 
Charles I, Sir Thomas was for 
many years a Justice of the Peace 
in north east Essex. 

Mistley and Manningtree, 
where Matthew Hopkins’s 
persecutions as the Witchfinder 
General began (see FT198:30- 
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ABOVE: Morant’s History and Antiquities of Essex, first published in 1748. BELOW: Reverend Philip Morant. 


“Little things in 
the shape of black 
rabbits leaping 
and skipping” 


36), lie only a couple of miles 

from Great Bromley, so it’s not 
surprising that the Puritan Sir 
Thomas Bowes became involved. 
Morant describes Sir Thomas as 
having been “cruelly busy in the 
prosecution and execution of some 
poor silly persons called Witches.” 
(History, vol 1, p442). 

Morant takes up nearly half a 
page with a footnote drawing from 
the pamphlet A true and exact 
Relation of the several Informations, 
Examinations and Confessions of 
the late Witches, arraigned and 
executed in the County of Essex 
(1645). He says that if the alleged 
witches said or confessed all that 
is imputed to them, [they] were 
fitter for a mad house than the 
gallows,” and with embarrassment 
he notes the involvement of fellow 
men of the cloth: “I am sorry to 
see among... the informers and 
evidence, John Edes, Clark; and 
Joseph Long, Minister of Clacton.” 

Morant reproduces Sir Thomas’s 
testimony at the trial of alleged 
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witch Ann West, who was later 
executed, where Sir Thomas 
related the evidence of a glover 
from Manningtree called Goff. Sir 
Thomas claimed that Goff was “a 
very honest man... whom he knew 
would not speake an untruth.” He 
told the court how Goff had passed 
Ann’s cottage at four o’clock one 
morning, and in the moonlight 
saw the door of the cottage open 
as Ann sat spinning. “There came 
three or foure little things in the 
shape of black rabbits leaping and 
skipping about him.” Goff struck 
at them and grabbed one. He tried 
to kill it, which seems like an over- 
reaction, but the “rabbit” would 
not die, so he “took the body of it 
in one hand, and the head of it in 


another, and indeavoured to wring 
off the head.” (Animal cruelty 
evidently wasn’t considered as big 
a problem as witchcraft.) 

Goff was greatly surprised when 
“he wrung and stretched the neck 
of it, [and] it came out between 
his hands like a lock of wooll.” Not 
content with trying to pull off its 
head, he decided to drown it in 
a stream, “but still as he went he 
fell downe, and could not goe but 
downe he fell againe, so that he 
at last crept upon his hands and 
knees till he came at the water.” 
He pushed the “rabbit” under 
the water and, just like a witch 
surviving the ducking stool, the 
“rabbit” survived the attempt 
to drown it and “sprung out of 
the water up into the aire, and so 
vanished away.” Goff returned to 
Ann’s cottage, and demanded to 
know why she had sent her imps 
“to molest and trouble him.” She 
replied “that they were not sent 
him to trouble him, but were sent 
as scouts upon another designe.” 

Morant was convinced that 
he knew what had happened 
on that early morning a century 
before. “Who doth not see, that 
he took the locks of wool, which 
the poor industrious old woman 
was spinning so early, and the 
wool happened to blow about, for 
rabbits leaping and skipping?” 
Explaining Goff falling down, 
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Morant decided this was “because 
he was unquestionably drunk.” 

One might also add, bearing 
in mind this all transpired at an 
early hour of the morning, that 
Goff may have been tired and 
experiencing a waking dream. 
This would be ironic, given that 
Hopkins used sleep deprivation 
to extract confessions from the 
“witches”. 

Perhaps drunkenness might 
explain what went on in Bess 
Clarke’s cottage when her 
“familiars” arrived. But could 
inebriation make a grown man 
believe that he was seeing “a 
Greyhound, with legs as long asa 
Stagge”? Morant does not record 
what he made of the rest of the 
pamphlet’s contents. 

He clearly wanted to distance 
himself from the embarrassing 
legacy of Essex’s witch trials. It 
was recent history then, having 
occurred only 100 years before. 
Morant was an Enlightenment 
man. He was an historian, a 
lover of carefully-recorded facts, 
and in 1755 he was elected to 
the Fellowship of the Society of 
Antiquaries in London. For him, 
the testimony of the witch trial 
witnesses had to have logical 
explanations, and what better 
way to explain the experience ofa 
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man who had fought a woolly 
“rabbit” and kept falling over, 
than that he must have been 
drunk? 

At this point, I must declare a 
personal interest in Sir Thomas 
Bowes because he was the half- 
brother of one of my ancestors. 
Sir Thomas’s father died in 1598, 
when Sir Thomas was a child, and 
his widow soon married again. 
This gave Sir Thomas a raft of 
stepsiblings, and he ended up 
in the Court of Chancery, where 
family feuds found permanent 
record on parchment, facing down 
the accusations of his stepbrother 
William Cardinall (Cardynall 
v Bowes). The rather desperate 
William claimed that Sir Thomas 
owed him money from various 
sources, including from his role 
as matchmaker. William claimed 
that he had persuaded the 
bachelor Sir Thomas of the joys of 
matrimony, hoping, it seems, that 
if he found Sir Thomas a wealthy 
wife, he could expect some money 
as a thank you. 

In 1624, Sir Thomas married 
Ann Rowe, granddaughter of a 
lord mayor of London. Her first 
cousin, Dorothy Welby, would 
marry his half-brother James 
Cardinall two years later. In the 
Chancery document, Sir Thomas 
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claims that William had had 
nothing at all to do with arranging 
this marriage, and that Ann’s 
portion had been disappointingly 
small; even if William had been 
responsible for the marriage, he 
wouldn’t have deserved payment 
anyway. Sir Thomas said that, in 
fact, the marriage had been set 
up by Mr Price, as Sir Thomas 
punningly puts it, “a man of no 
price”.! The man who claimed 

to believe Goff’s attack by imps 
in the form of woolly rabbits 
went into the Court of Chancery 
cracking the sort of puns my dad 
comes out with. 

Does this shed more light on 
what was going on during the 
Essex witch trials? Malcolm 
Gaskill talks in his excellent 
book Witchfinders about the fear 
and panic roused by the Civil 
War, and how that stoked fears 
about witches. Parish register 
research suggests that Matthew 
Hopkins was swept into his witch- 
persecuting role partly thanks 
to personal involvement — Bess 
Clark was accused of killing a 
child by witchcraft, and that 
child happened to be the son of 
Hopkins’s stepsister.” 

Did Sir Thomas Bowes really 
believe Goff’s account and not, 
like Morant a century later, 


LEFT: Two pamphlets concerning 
the Essex witchcraft trials. One 
is the 1645 “A True and Exact 
Relation...”, which includes the 
testimony of Sir Thomas Bowes. 


think, “What a load of twaddle! 
The man must’ve been drunk!”? 
But in times of panic, even the 
most sensible people can hitch 
their wagon to what can look like 
utterly daft ideas to everyone 
else, either at the time or years 
later. The fact that Sir Thomas 
Bowes cracked a pun in the Court 
of Chancery doesn’t mean that he 
was incapable of being swept up 
in the panic that was engulfing his 
local area. 

But then, as a Puritan, it suited 
him that ordinary people were 
hunting witches — at the time, in 
the Puritan imagination, witches 
were allied to the Papists they 
were fighting against in the 
Civil War. As we see in our own 
times, too, fear of “the Other” 
can be encouraged and used as a 
political weapon. Of course, we 
will never know if Sir Thomas 
Bowes was conscious of this or not. 
Unless, of course, a letter were 
to emerge where he privately 
mocked Hopkins’s crusade and 
popped out some withering dad- 
jokes at his expense. 


NOTES 


1 He was probably a cousin of the Wel- 
bys, who were related to the Apreece 
family, a Surname variously spelt Price, 
Ap Rhys, etc. They were descended 
from the same Welsh kings as the 
Tudors, a lineage that can be traced 
back to the last days of the Roman 
Empire in Britain. 


2 Hopkins’s widowed mother married 
Thomas Witham, rector of Mistley, 
sometime between 1634 and 1641. A 
woman named Susan Witham married 
the wealthy Richard Edwards in Mistley 
in 1639, and she appears to have 
been Thomas Witham’s daughter. 
There are no other Witham families 

in Mistley, and one of the Edwards’ 
children was given the highly unusual 
(and very Puritan) name Freegift — the 
same name as Thomas Withar’s first 
wife. The Edwardses entrusted their 
new born son to a wet-nurse who lived 
near Bess Clark. The baby died, so 
Clark was accused of using witchcraft 
to kill the child. 


@¢ HELEN BARRELL is a librarian 

at the University of Birmingham. Her 
book Poison Panic: Arsenic Deaths in 
1840s Essex is published by Pen & 
Sword. See www.helenbarrell.co.uk. 
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Anthropomorphising God. 


It’s hugely entertaining and brilliantly written, but Francesca Stavrakopoulou tries far too hard in her 
exhaustive study of God’s body, says Charles Foster 


God: An Anatomy 


Francesca Stavrakopoulou 


Picador 2021 
Hb, 608pp, £25, ISBN 9781509867332 


There’s no doubting Francesca 
Stavrakopoulou’s ambition. In 
this huge, hugely entertaining, 
brilliantly written and wholly 
misconceived book she sets out 
to show us “the real God of the 
Bible”. That sort of claim usually 
comes from pulpits in Alabama, 
and it’s met by scholars saying, 
wearily (and as Stavrakopoulou 
knows very well) that the Bible 
isn’t one seamless book, but was 
composed by many people over 
many ages, that it contains many 
different literary genres and 
many different perspectives on 
who God is and how he, she or it 
relates to human beings. 

The thesis is straightforward: 
we make God in our own image. 
We have bodies, and so does He. 
We weep, talk, sleep, sulk, feel, 
fight, love, lose and triumph, and 
so does He. So far so good. It’s a 
contentious idea, but an arguable 
one. But Stavrakopoulou adopts a 
curious way of trying to convince 
us. She embarks on a systematic 
audit of the way that God’s body 
is described in the biblical texts 
and in many of the other ancient 
south-west Asian traditions (she 
rightly rejects as Eurocentric 
the term “Near Eastern”) from 
which the biblical authors bor- 
rowed or against which they 
reacted. 

There’s plenty of material, 
of course. God walks (presum- 
ably on feet) in the cool of the 
Eden evening, uses those feet to 
crush his enemies, has a strong 
hand and an outstretched arm, 
hides and occasionally shows his 
face, and the Talmud insists that 
because Adam was circumcised 
(though the Bible is silent about 
that) God, in whose image Adam 


_ was made, must have been cir- 


cumcised too. Asherah was Yah- 
weh’s consort, though the liaison 


- was hushed up by the Hebrew 
- Bible, and she was unabashedly 


sexual, holding open her labia 
in late Bronze Age depictions. 
Isaiah’s vision of God may (it’s 
linguistically contentious) have 


included a sight of the divine 


genitals. That’s not surprising. 
They’d have been hard to miss. 
Since the power of the contem- 
porary gods typically correlated 
with the size of their genitals, the 
genitals were presumably colos- 
sal. They were used, the book 
argues, for the conception of 
Cain, for Yahweh, not Adam, was 
the father. “I have procreated a 
man with Yahweh,” Eve is said to 
have declared. 

Stavrakopoulou has collected 
all the material that might con- 
ceivably support her idea. But 
she has also collected a great 
deal that does not. She tries far 
too hard. 


WR AKOPOULO 


SANGS <2 
ANATOMY 


Her collection is fascinating, 


and well worth the £25 entrance 
| fee. We should all know about 
the 13th-century Beguine mystic, 
_ Agnes Blanbekin, who claimed 

_ that Jesus’ prepuce appeared on 
_ her tongue when she took holy 

- communion on the Feast of the 


Catherine of Siena’s 
mystical marriage 
to Christ was sealed 


_by aring made 
from his prepuce 
_ Circumcision. It was like “the 


- skin of an egg”, she insisted, and 
' when she swallowed it she had an 


out-of-body experience that filled 
her limbs with intense sweetness. 
And, while we’re about it, we 
should know too about Catherine 
of Siena, whose mystical mar- 
riage to Christ was sealed by a 
wedding ring fashioned from his 
prepuce. 

These stories tell us a great 
deal about medizval Christianity 
and religious psychopathology. 
They tell us nothing whatever 
about the way that the peoples 
of the ancient eastern Mediterra- 
nean saw God. Like much of the 
material, it is adduced to titillate 


_ rather than enlighten. 


Here’s another example. Stav- 
rakopoulou tells us in detail 
about the biblical and Mesopo- 
tamian tradition of sexualising 
the feet. The connection with her 


' thesis is tenuous, but she leaves 
_ the thesis completely behind 


when she goes on to talk about 


- the story in Luke’s Gospel of 


a woman (unnamed, but often 


- assumed to be Mary Magdalene), 
_ bathing Jesus’ feet with her 
- tears, kissing them, and drying 


them with her hair. These ac- 
tions, for Stavrakopoulou, “take 
on the characteristics of sexual 
stimulation and erotic play”, 
which make Jesus’ washing of 
his disciples’ feet in the Fourth 
Gospel look “rather suggestive”. 
Indeed, she contends, that wash- 
ing is a “sensuous encounter”, 
particularly since Jesus wipes 


the feet dry “with the towel 
about his groin”, and encourages 
the disciples to do the same to 


- one another. This is the sort of 
_ thing designed to generate not 


scholarly citations, but invita- 
tions onto breakfast TV. 

There are many other barn 
door irrelevancies and strained 
readings (it’s very unlikely to be 
Yahweh, rather than Jeremiah, 
who writhes in pain, complaining 
about his innards, for instance). 
But often Stavrakopoulou’s thesis 
of unreflective anthropomorph- 
ism is specifically contradicted 
by the very examples she cites. 
In Hosea, God talks about seduc- 
ing — almost raping — the people 
of Israel (personified as a young 
girl) in the wilderness. That’s 
supposed to show that Yahweh 
was thought of as having a penis. 
In fact it shows precisely the 
opposite: one can’t literally rape 
a nation, and the nation wasn’t 
a young girl. And so on. This is 
metaphor, and was understood as 
such by the writers and readers. 

And the chronology is all 
wrong. As Stavrakopoulou 
reminds us, by the time the 
Hebrew Bible was compiled, in 
and after the return from the 
Babylonian exile, the movement 
towards the thoroughgoing 
spiritualisation of God was well 
afoot. The editors were the main 
architects of that spiritualisation 
project. And yet she sees them 
as crystallising and perpetuating 
archaic anthropomorphism. No 
doubt there was some anthropo- 
morphism. But no doubt too, as 
amply illustrated by the Hebrew 


_ Bible, it lived alongside and was 


fed by sophisticated poetical and 


- metaphorical reflections on the 
- nature of God. 


It’s a splendid book. Buy it and 


: read it. But don’t let Stavrako- 
- poulou fool you. 


Kak 
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A dancing delight 


Steve Toase marvels at the innovative 
artwork of a most unusual Comic book 


The Dancing 
Plague 


Gareth Brookes 


Self Made Hero 2021 
Pb, 192pp, £15.99, ISBN 9781910593981 


Though dance is now seen as 
part of the arts or a free time 
activity, it has a complex history 
on the edge of acceptable 
behaviour. Whether the 
confrontational choreography 
created during the Weimar 
Republic, the Munich-based 
Schafflertanz repeated every 
seven years or the late-Eighties 
field raves, dance occupies a 
very strange position in our 
society on the border between 
what is acceptable and 
forbidden. 

In his masterful new comic 
The Dancing Plague, Gareth 
Brookes tells the story of 
the 1518 dancing plague in 
Strasbourg. 

As with many early fortean 
phenomena, numerous possible 
explanations have been put 
forward, including ergot 
ial mass psychogenic 

hysteria and 


ih » ys demonic 
possession. 
BS ¢ Aide! , In some ways 
< Peg Brookes 
<—. » sidesteps 
g El cig this. With 
ee ee 
; meh. The Dancing 


2 aa Plague he is 
concerned with what it was like 
to experience the phenomenon 
as someone living at the time, 
in a social world constructed by 
religion. 

The artwork of The Dancing 
Plague is gorgeous, and while I 
hesitate to use the term unique 
in case of correction, in all 
my time reading comics I’ve 
never seen one quite like this. 
The sepia comic panels have 
been created with pyrography: 
drawing using heated tools. 

What strikes you as a reader 
is how much subtlety there is in 
the artwork. At first the brown 
tones seem quite simplistic, but 
then you notice detail in the 
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expressions and gestures, with 
even the movement of clothing 
coming alive on the page. 

What raises the artwork to 
another level is the sparing 
use of colourful embroidery 
throughout to render the 
mystical world on the page, 
stitching in colourful demons, 
holy blood and falling angels. 

Drawing on the lives of St 
Christina the Astonishing and 
Margery Kempe, The Dancing 
Plague tells the story of Mary, 
who sees the holy and the 
demonic while neighbours and 
family members are afflicted by 
the dance. 

Although the unseen is 
rendered on the page, this is a 
story very much grounded in the 
vernacular of the medieval age. 
The comic opens with Mary’s 
husband on the chamber pot; 
insults that appear throughout 
the text are as creative and 
vulgar as you would expect to 
hear on any medieval street. 
Also, Brookes does not shy away 
from the gender politics of 
medieval Europe. 

The Dancing Plague does not 


attempt to push one explanation, 


instead exploring what it was 
like as someone who sees visions 
to experience the dancing 
manifesting around them. 

A beautiful comic I would 
recommend to any fortean with 
a fascination for dance and 
gorgeous art. 


KKKKK 


Sex, Drugs & 
Magick 
A Journey Beyond Limits 


Robert Anton Wilson 


Hilaritas Press 2021 
Pb, 444pp, £16.99, ISBN 9781734473520 


- Oh, for the halcyon days of the 
1970s, when sex, drugs, and 
: magick - or the occult in general 


- were strange, threatening and, 


- dare I say it, revolutionary. How 

- unlike today when they are 

: virtually on tap, available in a va- 
: riety of shapes and sizes at more 
- outlets than we know what to do 

: with. There are countless Netflix 

- or Amazon series about witches, 

: magicians, sorcerers or some 

- other once-marginalised occult 

: community. Sex is a buyer’s mar- 

- ket, with practically anything you 
: want available anytime you want 
: it. Cannabis and psychedelics 

: have been legalised in a number 
: of places, and the technology of 


getting high has developed into 


- a kind of pinpoint accuracy, or 

: your money back. It’s difficult 

: not to cast a nostalgic look back 

: at a time when having a puff and 
: heading to the one decent oc- 

: cult bookshop you knew to look 

- at their selection of sex magic 

: manuals afforded a frisson like 


no other. At least I remember it 


' that way. 


This glance down Memory 


- Lane was prompted by a re- 

- reading of Robert Anton Wilson’s 
: outrageously dated but still en- 

: lighteningly enjoyable Sex, Drugs 
: & Magick, in a new 

: edition bookended 
: by tributes and 

- appreciations 

: by some current 

: practitioners of the 
: not-so-dark arts. 

: These include Grant Morrison, 

: Rodney Orpheus, Phil Farber and 
: Others who carry on the esoteric/ 

- erotic/psychedelic tradition that 

- RAW -as he was fondly known 

' — established in classics like The 

: Illuminatus Trilogy, Cosmic Trigger, 
_ Schrédinger’s Cat and other works 
: of what we might called “illumi- 

: nated agnosticism.” 


With Sex, Drugs & Magick, you 


: get what it says on the tin. Given 
- that it was originally written 

- for the Playboy Press - RAW 

: had been on their staff for years 

- -and published in 1973, the 

> emphasis is on old-fashioned, 

- straightforward heterosexual 

: rolls in the hay, and how they can 
: be sensually enhanced and even 


- Goddess forbid! —- transformed 
into a mystical experience 
through the use of cannabis and 
LSD. This last was tipped by Tim- 
othy Leary as the ultimate aph- 
rodisiac, but Wilson admits that 
fumbling with intercourse while 
the cosmos is ripping through 
your cerebral cortex is not always 
a good idea. Such cautions aside, 
this is the kind of book in which 
you are positively encouraged to 
“try this at home”. RAW is not an 
uncultured sensualist, and among 
the fictionalised “case studies” 
of folk who took the “psychedelic 
revolution” too seriously — acid 
casualties abound — one finds 
sober (!) advice on how best to 
employ mind-altering accessories 
when getting in the sack. Non- 
binary folk and ardent feminists 
may want to put it on the pyre, 
but if you remember when there 
really was an Establishment 
(wasn’t there?) this book will 
make you get the Rizla out. 

Gary Lachman 
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Ghosts of the 
Chit-Chat 


ed. Robert Lloyd Parry 


Swan River Press 2021 
Pb, 264pp, £13.99, ISBN 9781783807444 


Not all Oxbridge clubs are about 
perpetuating class war or doing 
questionable things with pig’s 
heads. Back in the 19th century, 
The Apostles met to discuss earn- 
est moral matters and produced 
leading thinkers and the core 
of the Bloomsbury Group. The 
Ghost Club discussed matters 
spiritual and psychical, while 
the Christmas entertainments 
organised by MR James allowed 
him to wrestle around with some 
beautiful undergraduates on the 
carpet for a bit as well as produc- 
ing some of the greatest stories in 
the language. 

It is less well known that 
James’s meetings emerged 
from the Chit-Chat Club, which 
was formed at Trinity Hall in 
Cambridge in 1860 and met for 
40 years. They met on Saturday 
nights in term-time for tea and 
anchovies on toast to listen to 
short papers presented by the 
members. In the 1880s and 1890s 
the Club included writers MR 
James, the Benson brothers, HW 
Tatham and Robert Ross (the 
man who seduced Oscar Wilde). 

Robert Lloyd Parry, a per- 
formance storyteller with a 


penchant for MR James, has put 
together a handsome anthology 
of 15 stories by members of the 
Chit-Chat Club, and finishes with 
an extract of a satire on the Club 
that appeared fictionalised in a 
long-lost Decadent novel from 
1894, The Green Bay Tree. These 
stories were not 
read at the Club 
gatherings, al- 
though the helpful 
introduction notes 
that the minutes 
record a number 
of spiritual, psychical and super- 
natural discussions, suggesting a 
proto-fortean bent. 

The collection mixes better 
known stories by MR James and 
EF Benson with more obscure 
tales by RH and AC Benson, 
Maurice Baring and the excellent 
“The Phonograph Bewitched” 
by HW Tatham. In a rather neat 
and satisfying way, this Swan 
River Press edition conjures 
up the wisps of a long-vanished 
ethos of privileged Cambridge 
men being earnest about often 
frivolous things. The introduction 
exploits the resources of the Club 
minute books very well and sets 
an atmospheric scene with great 
panache. A worthy addition to 
the Jamesiana shelves. 

Roger Luckhurst 
KKK 


Twins 
Superstitions and Marvels, 
Fantasies and Experiments 
William Viney 


Reaktion Books 2021 
Hb, 224pp, £20, ISBN 9781789144086 


Twins have long been objects 

of fascination, whether as icons 
(Gemini), myths (Romulus and 
Remus), figures of fun (Tweedle- 
dum and Tweedledee) or sinister 
spectacle (Dead Ringers). In 
Twins, William Viney mines a 
range of sources, from early mod- 
ern midwifery texts to contempo- 
rary autobiography, to consider 
the many meanings that have 
been assigned to twins through- 
out history. 

From Hippocratic writers to 
20th-century child psychologists, 
we see how twins have cast a 
peculiar spell over observers. For 
some, twins are signs of fecundity 
and excess; for others they are 
monsters; to the Nuer of South 
Sudan they were beings closer 
to the spiritual than the earthly 
realm. Alongside such mytholo- 


gies, twins have also been seen 
as peculiarly “natural objects”, 
identical bodies that can act as 
experimental controls. Viney ex- 
plores these themes across nine 
chapters, each of which might be 
read as a standalone essay. My 
personal favourite is his chapter 
on twins and language, a master- 
ful exploration of storytelling 
and the secret linguistic worlds 
that some twins construct for 
themselves. 

In part, Viney’s writing is so 
captivating because, as a twin, he 
is part of the story. Despite our 
fascination with twins, he says, 
little is written about twins by 
twins. Some of the most engaging 
sections of the book are those 
where Viney recalls his own 
experiences. He discusses a sense 
of uncanniness when looking 
at childhood photos: “I cannot 
always be sure which of those 
faces is mine.” 

If twins can be strangers to 
themselves, they may also be 
constrained by the 
expectations of oth- 
ers. Koen and Tuen 
Stuart, Dutch twins 
who had different 
skin tones due to a 
mix-up with donor 
sperm at an IVF clinic, were 
refused entry to an annual Twins 
Day Festival. Their mother ques- 
tioned the decision, asking what 
“made” a twin: biological fact or 
growing up together? 

Viney’s wide-ranging examples 
show that understandings of twin- 
ship have varied across eras and 
cultures, but the expectation that 
twins will be present in the world 
in a particular way is a striking 
continuity. The “metamorphic po- 
tential” of twins tells us as much 
about the values of a culture as 
it does about the mechanics of 
biology. Viney explores these 
complexities with style, achiev- 
ing that rare balance of scholarly 
rigour and immense readability. 
Jennifer Wallis 
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Enlightened 


Chapters of My Life 
Nancy Tremaine 


ET Publications 2021 
Pb, 224pp, £12.36, ISBN 9798738107542 


This book follows on from the 
author’s previous work, Symbio- 
sis, that describes an abduction 
experience she had in Novi, 
Michigan, in 1961. This involved 


a UFO sighting, missing time and 
the subsequent recollection of the 
incident through hypnotic regres- 
sion. It is assumed that we already 
know her story so no summary is 
provided to put the content of this 
book in context. 

What we get is a collection 
of episodes in 
Tremaine’s life. One 
important person is 
Cindy, who shared 
the abduction exp- 
erience with her 
when they were both Be 
12 years old. Cindy had a long 
history of mental breakdowns, 
suicide attempts and traumatic 
experiences until her death in 
2015. The day after her death a 
message from Cindy, about the 
“men” who visited Tremaine’s 
house after their UFO sighting 
in 1961, made her determined to 
investigate further. 

She discovers a local newspa- 
per advertisement promoting a 
sermon, “The Martian Question”, 
in the same time frame as their 
sighting. Novi police chief Lee 
BeGole eventually confirms that 
he sent an officer out to investi- 
gate the UFO reports. But none of 
this proves anything. 

Tremaine does provide an 
insight into her unusual experi- 
ence and its traumatic impact on 
herself and how it has alienated 
her from friends and family. Sup- 
ported by a few people in the 
UFO community, she carries on 
her mission to enlighten us about 
existence beyond our own real- 
ity, much like the contactees of 
yesteryear. 

Nigel Watson 
x* 


Going Dark 


The Secret Social Lives 
of Extremists 


Julia Ebner 


Bloomsbury 2021 
Pb, 348pp, £10.99, ISBN 9781526616791 


This is an odd book: part decent 
academic primer for extremist 
taxonomy, part a peculiar attempt 
at gonzo journalism. It starts, 

as much observation of far-right 
groups does, from the assumption 
that the far right presents a threat 
to democracy, and that the threat 
is growing. This is a valid position 
politically, but perhaps prone to 
bias. The threat of destabilisation 
is always prospective; it’s good to 
be wary, of course, but it can lead 
to an artificially enlarged feeling 


of fear. 

The gonzo stuff is weak and at 
times, I think, counter-produc- 
tive. In some of the exchanges 
Ebner has to plead a kind of 
naive ignorance that makes a rea- 
sonably informed reader raise an 
eyebrow. She baulks at saying or 
doing what her interlocutors say 
and do. This feels like the liberal 
infiltrator’s dilemma: wanting to 
get among the target group but 
being reluctant to say anything 
illiberal in doing so. 

The perceived growth of the 
far right in Europe and the US 
can at times appear like the 
“ticking time bomb” motif of 
teleological fear in the media; 
but Ebner’s evidence appears to 
show that the right is not growing 
alarmingly so much as restructur- 
ing (which might explain why so 
many of the recruits have already 
been part of other far-right 
groups) in the face of an increas- 
ingly progressive mainstream cul- 
ture; think how Christian groups 
are active market- 
ers — largely among 
other Christians 
- in an increasingly 
secular world. 

There is also a 
hidden sub-plot to 
Going Dark: the actions (and their 
ramifications) of the tech giants, 
now they hold themselves out as 
arbiters of the Overton Window 
- what is politically acceptable. 
Her question: “Have we perhaps 
reached peak Silicon Valley?” 
is in this respect incisive. Much 
of the activity she charts is a 
response to big tech censorship, 
which paradoxically means that 
big tech is in part driving the cre- 
ation of online platforms where 
alt-right, or terrorist groups (or 
extreme faith groups, or con- 
spiracy theorists, or peedophiles; 
the list is practically endless) can 
prosper and attract followers. 

The larger paradox in the book 
is infinitely more tragic. While 
the right forms and reforms, 
brands and rebrands, collec- 
tively, the perpetrators of actual 
extreme violence are almost 
exclusively loners: Anders Brevik, 
Patrick Crusius, Brenton Tarrant. 
Something in Western far-right 
politics is very different from 
Islamic terrorism (its implicit 
comparator in the book). It would 
be interesting to hear what pro- 
fessional observers of extremism 
make of that. 

Noel Rooney 
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Pyramid myths _ 


Steve Marshall enjoys a comprehensive exploration of legends and 
_ fanciful beliefs about the most iconic of ancient monuments 


The Legends of the 
Pyramids 


: Myths and Misconceptions about 
: Ancient Egypt 
‘Jason Colavito 


Red Lightning 2021 


: Hb, 222pp, £15.99. ISBN 9781684351480 


: In 2012 a presenter of the US TV 
: show Ancient Aliens claimed on 

> social media to have evidence 

- that the building of the Great 

: Pyramid was inspired by 

- extraterrestrials. Author Jason 
Colavito set out to prove that this 
claim was wrong, and devoted 

: seven years to researching the is- 
- sue, which resulted in this book. 
:  Colavito has done an admira- 

: ble job in identifying the many 

: pyramid myths, chronicling from 
- where and when they originated. 
: He goes on to show how these 
core untruths have been copied, 
: misquoted and distorted over 

- the centuries - a process that 

: continues to this day. 

' The Great Pyramid of Giza 

: was already 2,000 years old 

: when Greek historian Herodotus 
: visited Egypt. Claiming to have 

- interviewed Egyptian priests 

- directly, Herodotus alleged that 

- Egypt’s history of kings could be 
: traced back over 10,000 years. 

- He attributed the building of 

: the pyramid to Khufu (Cheops), 

: traditionally a cruel tyrant who 

- used forced labour for his build- 
: ing projects. 

: Some of the misinformation 

- reported by Herodotus persisted 
_ for centuries. Inside the pyramid, 
- he claimed, was an underground 
: burial chamber with an artificial 
- lake fed by a secret channel 

: from the Nile; at its centre was 

: an island housing the King’s 
sarcophagus. Herodotus went 

: on to explain how the pyramid 

: had been erected by stacking 

: stones in layers, then adding 

- casing stones from the top 

: down, to form perfectly smooth 

: sides. Inscriptions, he claimed, 

- covered the pyramid, document- 
: ing its construction and the vast 
amounts of money spent on 
supplies and food for the workers 
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- 1,600 talents of silver spent on 
radishes alone! 

Scores of later Greek and 
Roman writers wrote about the 
pyramids, though they added 
little, concentrating on the monu- 
ment’s great size and the money 
spent on radishes. 

Early medizval Christians were 
confused by the pyramids, which 
were not mentioned in the Bible 
despite its many references to 
events in Egypt. Some experts of 
the time believed, from the ac- 
count and dimensions in Genesis, 


JASON COLAVITO 


MYTHS AND MISCONCEPTIONS 
ABOUT ANCIENT EGYPT 


took six years, and defied those 
who would come after him to 
dare knock them down, adding: 
“T also covered the pyramids in 
silk: let those who come after me 
cover them in turn.” It is hard 
to imagine anyone rising to this 
challenge, except possibly the 
20th-century land artist Christo. 
Perhaps the story is confused 
with descriptions of the Ka’bah 
in Mecca, which is still covered 
with silk? 

Many Islamic authors wrote 
slightly differing accounts of 
King Surid. They also established 
the pyramid myths that we 
are still familiar with today - 
Indiana Jones’s world of hidden 
subterranean tunnels, murderous 
booby traps, curses and vengeful 
mummies. 

Islamic ideas were propagated 
throughout western Europe by 
such luminaries as Athanasius 
Kircher, who believed the pyra- 
mids and obelisks of Egypt to 
have been built by Hermes Tris- 
megistus as a treasury of ancient 
knowledge. Kircher’s bizarre 
interpretations of hieroglyphic 
texts were regarded as the truth 


| until Champollion came along 


that Noah’s Ark was pyramid 
shaped. Just as the Ark preserved 
life through the Flood, perhaps 
the Egyptian pyramids were built 
to preserve knowledge? Several 
writers reported that a horizontal 
line could be seen on pyramids, 
indicating the water level of the 
Flood. 

Another popular belief, 
persisting for centuries, was that 
the pyramids were not the tombs 
of kings, but storehouses built by 
the biblical Joseph to hold grain 
for seven years of famine. 

Some of today’s misconcep- 
tions about pyramids can be 
traced back to medieval Islamic 
accounts, and tales of the mythi- 
cal King Surid. The Copts alleged 
that written on the pyramids was 
an Arabic inscription: “I, Surid, 
the King, built these pyramids.” 
He claimed that the construction 


to spoil things with his Rosetta 
Stone. 

Europeans began flocking to 
Egypt but not all were equally 
impressed by its wonders: Sir 
Walter Scott found the pyramids 
“disagreeable” and “a waste of 
labour”. 

Still the myths continued to 
grow in popularity and craziness. 
I found this part of the book 
enormously enjoyable. Astrologi- 
cal alignments, huge blocks of 
stone levitated by sound waves, 
gold tarot cards hidden in secret 
chambers, Freemasons, the Great 
Seal of America... They’re all 
in here! Madame Blavatsky, HP 
Lovecraft, Erich von Daniken; 
the list continues, up to the 
present day claims of Robert 
Schoch, David Childress, Graham 
Hancock et al. 

This highly recommended 
book is well researched, enter- 
taining and original. 
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Gory Details 


Adventures from the Dark Side 
-of Science 


Erika Engelhaupt 


National Geographic 2021 
Hb, £18.99, 304pp, ISBN 9781426220975 


Erika Engelhaupt is a brave 
woman to venture into the 
“quirky stories about gross 
science” territory staked out so 
successfully by Mary Roach with 
books such as Stiff (about death) 
and Bonk (about 
sex), but she makes 
FORY. a pretty good fist 
of it. Derived from 
TETAILS her long-running 
National Geographic 

Sree blog, Gory Details 
takes a tour through the more 
unsavoury fringes of science, 
asking the questions we’d all 
like to but perhaps wouldn’t 
dare, each excursion briskly 
rounded up in a half-dozen or so 
entertaining and occasionally 
stomach-turning pages. 

There are a good few old 
favourites that FT readers will 
recognise, such as the mysterious 
flurry of severed feet turning 
up inside trainers on Vancouver 
beaches. These, it turns out, are 
a good deal less mysterious or 
sinister than they might first 
appear. A combination of coastal 
geography, physics, scavenger 
behaviour and trainer design 
create a perfect storm that regul- 
arly deposits disarticulated feet 
on the local shore. This epitomis- 
es her approach - an eye-catching 
question, an incisive exploration 
of the crucial bits of science, and 
a Satisfying conclusion wrapped 
up in gently amusing prose. 

Standout tales include a look 
at whether pets really do eat 
their dead owners, given the 
chance, and what actually happ- 
ens when you pee in a public 
swimming pool. As it turns out, 
yes, pets do eat their owners, but 
it’s more likely to be dogs than 
cats, although she turns up one 
case of a man-eating hamster, and 
that there really isn’t a chemical 
that turns red when you urinate 
in the public baths; that one is an 
urban legend. However, it turns 
out that looking into the matter 
opens a rich seam of slightly dis- 
concerting science which certain- 
ly makes me wonder if it’ll ever 
be safe to go back in the water. 

Meanwhile, this volume is 
definitely finding a place on the 
toilet bookshelf. 
lan Simmons 
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“Tt’s just miles and miles of 


wilderness with this tiny, empty 


village at its heart,” explains 


Will Salmon, wistfully. “It’s a sad 


story. This beautiful little place 


slowly bought up and taken over 


by the military. The residents 
were given 47 days notice that 
they were being relocated with 
the promise they could return 
one day... but of course that 
never happened.” 

He’s talking about Imber, 
a deserted ghost village on 
Salisbury Plain. Requisitioned 
by the Ministry of Defence 
for wartime exercises in 1943, 
it stands frozen in time. And 


provides the inspiration for Look 


to Imber, a new compilation 
album on Will’s excellent 


Modern Aviation label. “There’s 


hardly anything left of the 
village itself,” he continues. 
Just the Church of St Giles 
and the manor house, which 

is completely boarded up. So I 
gave the artists a few thematic 
words: loss, absence, emptiness 
and also mystery.” The album 
is a stunning collection of 
gentle, often folk-tinged 
electronica, with contributions 
from the likes of Stellarays, 
Bredbeddle and Scottish duo 
Burd Ellen. It’s available from 
musiqueparavion.bandcamp. 
com. 

Similarly haunting is 
Geography, the debut album 
by VALVE. Chloe Herington, 
Elen Evans and Emma 
Sullivan create “folk lullabies 
re-imagined by the BBC 
Radiophonic Workshop”, with 
experimental sound collages 
augmented by the melancholy 
lilt of harp and bassoon. Tracks 
like ‘Seeds That The Wind 
May Bring’ are liable to make 
anyone born within touching 
distance of the Three-Day Week 
pine for warm milk and Ivor 
The Engine. It’s available from 
state51.greedbag.com. And for 
equally affecting Proustian 
strangeness, I also recommend 
Sad Old Tatty Bunting, the new 
album by eccentric Hampshire 
recluse Keith Seatman. With 
a whirl of trippy mellotrons 
and psychedelic guitars, 
Seatman has created a fictional 


=R ROUNDS UP THE LATEST NEWS FROM THE 
LEL WORLDS OF POPULAR HAUNTOLOGY 


WOODFORD HALSE 


==) 


gated community of nebulous 
disquiet: “The Gnome Zone’ and 
‘Jumpy’s Playroom’ sound like 
Syd Barrett loose in the primary 
school music cupboard. Head 
to castlesinspace.bandcamp. 
com... and, while you’re there, 
check out Mystery Fields, a 
glorious collection of spoof TV 
themes from The British Stereo 
Collective. A must for anyone 
whose childhood was marred by 
the terrible fate of Judi Bowker 
in The Ghosts of Fleet Forest. 
Meanwhile Steve Netting, 
recording as Town & County, is 
lost in the newbuild wilderness. 
His new album A Plan For 
Plymouth is a charming modular 
synth exploration of the town’s 
1960s redevelopment, and 


: maritime: themes & textures 


“the cultural memories of 
a Devonshire past”. Tracks 
like ‘Bretonside Rain’ and 
‘Intercity House’ positively 
reek of concrete futurism and 
the battered pages of ancient 
rail timetables. Disembark at 
woodfordhalse.bandcamp.com. 
And while we’re lingering on 
the coast, the new album by 
Cate Brooks, Maritime: Themes 
and Textures, is an exquisite 
evocation of the melancholy 
moods of sailing: the lonely 
lapping of waves; the distant 
crackle of the shipping forecast. 
It’s recorded under her Café 
Kaput moniker and available 
from claypipemusic.co.uk. 
1970s Satanism, anyone? The 
Friends of Hecate performing 
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unspeakable woodland rituals 
in Sussex? I thought as much. 
Neil Scrivin, recording as The 
Night Monitor, evokes these 
reputedly real tales of hirsute 
heathenism on Their Dark 
Dominion, a thunderous album 
of Paddy Kingsland-style synth 
workouts. It’s available from 
fonolith.bandcamp.com. It’s 
best listened to with the lights 
on, but maybe seek advice 
first from the Blyth Electricity 
Board, a Facebook project 
created by haunted Geordie 
Wayne Dearden. This is the 
collected vintage ephemera of 
a long-defunct power supplier 
that spent the latter half of 
the 20th century misguidedly 
promoting electrocution as 
a positive lifestyle choice. 
There are vintage carrier 
bags (“BEB — The Electric 
Death”) and slides from the 
1970s. Head to facebook.com/ 
blythelectricityboard, but 
remember to unplug your 
laptop before bedtime. 
Because resolutely not 
switching everything off at 
the wall were the shadowy 
government officials of 
Scarness, a long-forgotten 
Ministry of Defence facility and 
the inspiration for a sumptuous 
new photo dossier, The Testing 
Site. “You'll struggle to find it 
on any official listings,” claims 
editor Tom Murphy. “It’s a 
remote spot on the Norfolk 
coast. The only note on record 
is that there was a serious 
warehouse fire in May 1968. 
The local civilian fire brigade 
attended but were denied 
access...” The book purports 
to be the recovered journals 
of Professor Elise Weiss, an 
academic parapsychologist who 
took part in a “dimensional 
experiment” at Scarness on 
the night in question. It’s the 
latest release from Murphy’s 
own “nano-publishing concern”, 
Colossive Press. “Overlooked 
local history is one of my 
interests...” he chuckles, with 
previous publications detailing 
the inexplicably neglected story 
of the Croydon Spaceport. For 
further “flippant flapdoodle”, 
head to colossive.com. 


FT416 65 


www.forteantimes.com 


REVIEWS / FILMS 


TO SEND REVIEW COPIES, CONTACT THE EDITOR AT DRSUTTON@FORTEANTIMES.COM 


Long strange trip 


Kirill Serebrennikov’s hallucinatory journey through virus-ridden post-Soviet Russia — complete with 
aliens, demonic librarians and singing dentures — is an exhilaratingly weird trip if you can handle it 


Petrov’s Flu 


Dir Kirill Serebrennikov, Russia 
2021 
On UK release 


As the title of Petrov’s Flu 
suggests, the narrative concerns 
titular character having the flu 

- but what lies in store for the 
viewer is much less literal, as 
Kirill Serebrennikov’s latest work 
is a dizzying and bizarre viewing 
experience quite unlike any other. 

With Petrov’s condition 
worsening rapidly as he tries to 
make his way home to his family, 
his grasp on reality quickly starts 
to slip, resulting in the audience 
being taken on a lengthy trip 
through a number of scenarios 
involving him interacting with a 
wide array of characters from his 
present and past. These initially 
seem random, but are eventually 
shown to tie together through the 
intricate loops woven by Petrov’s 
fevered brain. While similar 
approaches in terms of both 
mixing fantasy and reality, as well 
as using anthological structures 
that inevitably intersect into an 
overarching narrative, are a silver 
screen staple, rarely are they 
done in such a fluid manner as 
Serebrennikov manages here. 

As you are drawn in by the 
performances and narrative, 
before you know it the film has 
taken a completely unpredictable 
and unlikely turn that you never 
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The dizzying 
cocktail of Petrov’s 
mental travels ts a 
personal journey 


saw coming, and you wonder 
how it so effortlessly managed 
to turn something mundane into 
something bizarre without the 
tonal and stylistic shift required 
being jarring. 

And therein lies the beauty 
of the trip that is Petrov’s Flu; 
while some elements are clearly 
fantasies or memories seen 
through the character’s unreliable 
mind’s eye, the way the film 
seamlessly creates mundane 
situations that quickly and 
effortlessly escalate to shocking, 
humorous or purposefully 
nonsensical absurdity is an 
impressive display of cinematic 
craftsmanship. As reality and 
fantasy blur, the cinematography 
also snakes its way through one 
scene to the next in lengthy, 
swooping takes that further 
establish just how unpredictable 
and yet utterly intertwined the 
narrative is; we are seeing through 
the eyes of someone hallucinating 
thanks to a particularly bad 
case of flu and some very poor 
medication choices. 

As unusual and genuinely 


original as Petrov’s Flu is, it is also 
an acquired taste and, as such, 
the film’s duration might present 
a bit of a struggle for some. At 
two hours and 25 minutes, the 
delirious nature of the piece can 
begin to wear thin after a while, 
and the sense of an overarching 
coherence can feel lacking at 
times, with some narrative turns 
seeming to be dead ends. 
Petrov’ Flu offers a viewing 
experience that is difficult to 
describe; just as the dizzying 
cocktail of Petrov’s mental 
travels between reality, fantasy 
and memories constitutes a 
deeply personal journey — one 
reflecting Serebrennikov’s 
wish to make his most personal 
film yet —it’s inevitable that 
audience responses will be just 
as subjective and personal. 
However, if you’re in the market 
for a truly original story told 
with noteworthy cinematic 
craftsmanship, it hardly gets 
better, or more original, than this. 
Leyla Mikkelsen 
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Laguna Ave. 


Dir David Buchanan, USA 2021 
Streaming on Arrow Digital 


A bizarre mash-up of several 
genres, Laguna Ave. is a micro- 
budget indie flick which earns 
points for its ambition and febrile 
imagination, but loses them for 
just about everything else. 
Starting off as a classically 
annoying mumblecore effort, 
the film introduces us to some 
hugely irritating characters who 
all live in the same apartment 
block. Foremost among these 
are Russell (Russell Steinberg) 
and his partner Rita (Stephanie 
Brait), a mismatched couple for 
the ages. She’s a sensible, focused, 
and diligent woman witha 
decent career; he’s an overweight, 
entitled slacker who’s just been 
fired for napping at work. In a pre- 
credits sequence we see Russell 


return to his erstwhile workplace 
at night and take a dump on his 
old desk — it’s that sort of film. 

There’s Pierre (Dan Crane), 
an aspiring film-maker who does 
little more than play around with 
his new drone; there’s Karine 
(Felixe De Becker), his randy 
teenage sister; and, perhaps 
most interestingly, there are new 
tenants Gary (James Markham 
Hall Jr) and his cross-dressing 
partner Charlie (Sheridan Ward). 
So far so what, I hear you shout. 
Don’t worry, I was shouting it too 
at this point. Okay, it’s clearly a 
spoof of other indie films where 
would-be hipsters sit around on 
the steps in front of their building 
and shoot the breeze, but while 
spoofing them it’s also replicating 
them. 

The plot thickens thereafter 
as Russell gets increasingly 
paranoid about Rita having an 
affair and, alarmingly, about what 
Gary is doing downstairs making 
loud noise all night and dumping 
bin bags in his car boot. I won’t 
elaborate further because at 
this point the plot, such as it is, 
is the only thing driving the film 
forwards. 

There really isn’t anything in 
Laguna Ave. that B-movie bad 
taste enthusiasts won’t have 
seen before. A movie that has 
been cited a lot in reference to 
this one is Shinya Tsukamoto’s 
body horror classic Tetsuo: The 
Tron Man, and while it’s true that 
director Buchanan’s film does 
have a little bit of that about it, 
the effect is incidental rather 
than central. Buchanan borrows 
more, in my opinion, from Alex 
Cox’s 1984 punk classic Repo Man, 
which itself borrowed heavily 
from other films, notably Robert 
Aldrich’s sci-fi noir Kiss Me Deadly 
from 1955. 

Unfortunately, Laguna Ave. 
isn’t anywhere near as good as 
any of the films it borrows from. 
Daniel King 
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TELEVISION 


FT’s very own couch potato, STU 


NEVILLE, casts an eye over the small 
screen’s current fortean offerings 


Craig Charles: UFO 
Conspiracies 


I’ve always liked Craig Charles. 


He’s a warm, affable presence; 

however, for those of us with 

long memories, he was one 

of the central perpetrators 

of Ghostwatch (FT67:38-42), 

so we know he isn’t above 

a prank, which plants a 

slight niggle when he starts 

presenting programmes about 

weirdness. Trying hard to put 

this to one side, I tuned in to 

his new series on Sky History. 
From their “specially- 

created UFO investigation 

hub” (which looks suspiciously 

like one corner of a branch 

of Kwik-Fit), Charles and 

astrophysicist/space-journalist 

Sarah Cruddas look at footage, 


testimonies and expert 
opinion and, in a bold and 
innovative move, promise to 
“separate fact and fiction 
once and for all”. Episode 
four looked at our favourite 
Christmas story of trees, 
lighthouses and excitable 
airmen: Rendlesham. 

After a bit of chat about 
TicTac videos and things 
spotted over Nellis Air Force 
Base to give some background 
to the US Military’s alleged 
history with saucery, Charles 


Gatiss’s pedigree 
with the rum and 
macabre ts equally 
well established 


THE REVEREND’S REVIEW 


FT’s resident man of the cloth REVEREND PETER LAWS dons 


his dog collar and faces the flicks that Church forgot! 


It’s scary how films can seed 
our mind with prejudice. 

Up until Sweetie, You Won’t 
Believe It (101 Films, Blu-ray 
and digital), the only time 

I’d experienced Kazakhstan 
was in the Borat movies. 
Sasha Baron Cohen said 

that Kazakhs were grubby 
peasants who drank horse 
urine and bred in-house. Of 
course, I never really believed 
that was actually true. But 
had I bothered to look into 
the real country at the time? 
Nope. I didn’t even notice 
that Cohen was speaking in 
Hebrew and not Kazak. And 
did I let that stereotype of 

the country seep into my 
subconscious? I’m ashamed to 
say I must have done, because 
five minutes into Sweetie, You 
Won't Believe It, Inoted a brief 


second of ‘surprise’ that such 
a fabulous and accomplished 
film could come from sucha 
country. It’s a dazzling horror 
comedy about three friends 
on a fishing trip where an 
‘ear-meets-fishhook’ accident 
turns out to be the least of 
their worries. They stumble 
onto a man being executed by 
a gang of thugs and a series of 
wild set-pieces follows, packed 
with gory slapstick, laugh-out- 
loud dialogue and touching, 
emotional depth. If the Kazakh 
file in your brain is currently 
marked ‘Borat’, set yourself 
right and watch this cracker 
soon. 

Slapface (streaming on 
Shudder) worked on me 
in unexpected ways. This 
American indie follows Lucas, 
a young boy who lives with his 


launches into a chat with 
Cruddas, who describes 
Rendlesham as the “Holy 
Grail” of British ufology, and 


' is amazed that it’s never been 


solved. “It never came back,” 
she asserts. “Oh yes it did!” 
replies Charles, as if this was 
an infomercial. You’d think a 
“renowned space journalist” 
would know this. We’re swiftly 
on to the notorious Charles 
Halt recording (“It’s like a 
horror movie!”), descriptions 
of singed trees and so on, until 
Sarah declares they need 
some expert opinion, from a 
man who knows all there is 

to know. Who else could it be 
but Nick Pope, looking more 
and more like the late Barry 
Cryer, to tell us again what 
we'd just been told. To this 
Craig responds that it’s “slam 
dunk proof that aliens exist!” 
in the kind of leap at which 
even Giorgio Tsoukalos would 
bridle. Pope raves on about 
the lights in the forest not 
correlating to aircraft, though 
he’s careful not to mention 


» An ‘ear-meets- 
_ fishhook’ incident 


turns out to be the 
least of their worries 


older brother Tom. After the 
tragic death of their mother, 


Tom tries his best to raise 

: Lucas, but the way he deals 

: with tension or disagreement 
: is to play a game called 


Slapface, in which the 


brothers take turns smacking 
: each other hard across the 


cheek. Lucas’s only friends are 
some girls at school, who treat 


him like crap and push him 


around. Yet after exploring 
an abandoned building he 
encounters a frightening, 


: witch-like figure. A strange 

: friendship begins, but will 

: it help his life or ruin it? As 

i it ran, I was fairly impressed 
: with this folk-horror E.T. but 


the impact really came in the 
closing moments. Props to 


lighthouses. How about 
downed satellites? Pope falls 
back on his Foggy Dewhurst 
“need to know” schtick. 
Ian Ridpath to the rescue, 
though, as he relates his 
lighthouse-related findings. 
Charles and Cruddas look 
astonished, but fear not, we’re 
only halfway through — there’s 
another 20 minutes in which 
to sideline any such credible 
explanations and get back 
onto the ridiculous ones. 
Finally, they manage to get 
hold of Charles Halt. Asked 
about the lighthouse, he 
responds: “Did you ever see 
a lighthouse move through a 
forest?” The obvious reply to 
this - “Have you ever looked 
at a fixed, distant object while 
you moved through a forest?” 
-is strangely left unsaid. They 
decide Halt sounds credible, 
but after 40 years’ practice, 
of course he does: those 
Gingham shirts don’t pay for 
themselves, and you should 
never let facts get in the way 
of a good story. 


young actor August Maturo, 
who offers an emotionally 
wrenching performance as a 
child thrust into adulthood 
way too soon. 

Caveat (AcornMedia, Blu- 
ray, DVD and digital) opens 
weird and stays that way. Isaac 
is hired to babysit a troubled 
young girl. The catch? She’s 
unstable; plus she lives ina 
creepy old house; plus Isaac 
has to be secured to the cellar 
via a long chain, so that he 
can reach all rooms in the 
house... except hers. Plus 
they’re on a tiny island, and 
Isaac can’t swim. I’m always 
encouraged when left-field 
creepers like this crop up: the 
tone is ominous, the concept 
bizarre and it’s peppered with 
nightmarish shots — not least, 
a Pipkins style rabbit with 
dead eyes and a drum. Special 
praise to Jonathan French 
for his powerful turn as the 
babysitter who is desperate 
enough (or kind enough?) to 
say yes to all this madness. 
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Missed opportunities 


Jack Rear arranges to spend a 
night in an allegedly haunted 
room [FT414:19]. During the 
night, something inexplicable 
happens. Does he investigate 

it? No, he hides in his bed doing 
his best to ignore it. Why was he 
there if he didn’t want to find out 
more about it? Initial reserve I 
can understand, but I don’t think 
I could have restrained myself 
from looking into it. Indeed, that 
would be the only reason I would 
be there in the first place! 

And then there’s Janette 
Fulton’s letter [FT414:70]. On the 
first manifestation of blue goo, I 
might well have passed it by with 
a quizzical glance, but when it 
returned, my natural curiosity 
would have impelled me to gather 
some of it up. Perhaps not touch 
it with bare hands, but collect it 
in some way, surely? In your own 
back garden there would have 
been any number of suitable 
receptacles scant seconds away. 

No offence intended to either 
of these people, just bemuse- 
ment. 

Chris Dean 
By email 


Responding to Ms Fulton’s “blue 
goo” observation: it seems likely 
that this substance is plant gel 
used in place of soil. It will 
expand after the rain. There are 
many commercial items that use 
silica or polymer gels as desic- 
cants, product bases, or growing 
media; I suggest manufactured 
‘goo’ should be considered an ex- 
planation by default these days. 
Sharon Hill 

By email 


I think that the ‘blue goo’ was mu- 
cus left by slugs. I have occasion- 
ally found similar slime (though 
not blue) on soil in our garden 
after a damp night when slugs are 
most active. 

Henry Chester 

Feltham, London 


Needle panics 


The recent coverage of the al- 
leged incidents of needle spiking 
in the national media certainly 
paints a picture of an emerg- 

ing moral panic. This was given 


: Christmas UAPs 


: I just spotted these Christmas baubles. You wait all your life to see 
: a UAP, then just like buses, three come along together. 


: James Watson by email 
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an added air of seriousness by 
additional reports that emerged 
soon after. In the days and weeks 
following the initial reports from 
Nottingham and elsewhere, 
further claims surfaced on social 
media (a potentially telling 
detail) that added more sinister 
aspects and certainly featured as- 
pects that begin to lend an ‘urban 
legend’ vibe to the wider story. 
Unsubstantiated claims 
emerged that went something 
along the lines of: a female 
nightclubber reported feeling 
unwell and seemed disoriented 
and distressed with the sugges- 
tion that she had been spiked, at 
which point a group of individu- 
als, apparently with a female as 
a ‘leader’, attempted to lure the 
distressed female away from her 
friendship group and accused 
her of being drunk and calling 
her a ‘cry baby’. The story then 
goes that the friends of the victim 
managed to get her to a hospital. 
The sting in the tail of the story is 
that the victim awoke in hospital 
hours later, being treated for the 
effects of a substance being ad- 
ministered, a visible needle mark 
on her arm or leg and a metal 
ring on her finger, engraved with 
the words ‘cry baby’. The implica- 
tion appears to be that, at some 
point during the turn of events, 
the ring was slipped onto her 
finger as a means of ‘tagging’ or 


‘marking’ her, allegedly by those 
responsible for her condition. 

As mentioned above, these 
claims seem to have largely 
been distributed through social 
media and online forums, and 
have consequently had a wide 
reach amongst students and 
residents of the cities where 
cases of alleged needle spiking 
have been reported. The fact that 
there appears to be no coverage 
of this in the wider press and no 
wider investigation by the police 
forces already looking into the 
pre-existing claims certainly 
suggests a proto-urban legend in 
development, perhaps designed 
to prey on fears associated with 
public safety amongst a younger 
populace already on edge follow- 
ing the pandemic and wary of 
their own wellbeing in the wake 
of other high-profile cases. 

I don’t intend to belittle 
or discredit the claims of the 
victims who were, undoubtedly, 
distressed by their experiences, 
whether or not these experiences 
were the result of malicious 
activity. Certainly the claims 
should be investigated and any 
guilty individuals brought to 
justice, but there is more than 
just a public safety issue here. 
The social context of such attacks 
cannot be ignored. As with the 
Halifax Slasher, London Monster 
and Spring-heeled Jack phenom- 


ena, the aim of these incidents 
is to spread fear and hysteria 
at a time of socio-economic 
upheaval. 

Aaron Bulley 

By email 


Crowley’s children 


As a long-time member of 
LAShTAL - The Aleister Crowley 
Society and the Aleister Crowley 
Club (A.C.C.) Facebook group, 
I was fascinated to read the 
article about Crowley’s children 
[FT414:32-37]. I was raised by my 
mother on the Gwavas Estate, 
Chywoone Hill, Newlyn in Corn- 
wall, and Crowley’s and Dierdre 
Patricia Doherty’s son Randall 
Gair (Aleister Ataturk Crowley) 
lived in a caravan in the grounds 
of his mother’s Wheal Betsy 
House, Chywoone Hill, Newlyn, 
Cornwall. He was certainly a 
colourful character when seen on 
the streets of Newlyn, Penzance 
and Madron, and he later had 
sons of his own. There is an 
interesting article “Fragments of 
Ataturk” all about Randall writ- 
ten by artist, poet and occultist 
Ithel Colquhoun published in 
the Starfire Journal (vol.2, no.4): 
www-starfirepublishing.co.uk 
Some folk on social media 
have asked me if Iam related to 
Aleister Crowley - something 
that I do not claim. Giulia Eone 
from Italy kindly sent me her 
new book entitled I] Ritorno di 
Aleister Crowley (The Return of 
Aleister Crowley) which states 
she is the reincarnation of To 
Mega Therion (The Great Beast). 
Love is the law, love under will. 
Robert Best 
Horsham, West Sussex 


Faceless 


Iremember reading years ago an 
account of a child seen in a mine 
(maybe in Cornwall?), who was 
faceless, as with the Lincolnshire 
cases mentioned by Rob Gandy 
[FT414:46-47]. Years ago there 
was a Doctor Who story called 
“The Faceless Ones”, about 
individuals who had no personal- 
ity until they assumed someone 
else’s; a bit like faceless officials 
(men in suits), only in reality. 
Tony Sandy 

By email 
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He is the walrus 


I looked at the photograph of 
Doug (the giant potato) before 
reading the article [FT414:10]. Is 
this really a giant potato or is it, 
as I initially thought, a sculpture 
of a walrus in the pose of Rodin’s 
‘The Thinker’? 

Joe Blunden 

West Sussex 


Brain scar 


It was with great interest that I 
read the story of Dave Humphries 
[‘Headbanger’ FT413:73]. His 
litany of repeated head injuries 
made me wonder if this could be 
some type of past life remem- 
brance. Perhaps in a former life, 
a blow to the head completely 
changed the course of his life? 
Perhaps the Universe is literally 
trying to jog his memory? 

I have a head injury mystery 
myself. Apparently, confirmed by 
several MRIs and several doctors, 
Ihave a long scar running along 
the left side of my brain. I’ve 
never had brain surgery, never 
been in a car accident, taken a 
tumble on the stairs, or other- 
wise injured my head. Perhaps 
readers have some thoughts on 
this. 

Yolanda Brantley 
Maple Grove, Minnesota 


Birds’ nests 


My interest was piqued by the 
letters concerning possible uses 
of birds’ nests by Victorians 
[FT412:73, 414:71]. Volume 2 of 
Henry Mayhew’s London Labour 
and the London Poor includes 
quite an extensive interview with 
the chap pictured. They seemed 
to have been sold mainly to hob- 
byists and people trying to hatch 
the eggs: “There’s one gentleman 
as I sells to is a wholesale dealer 
in window-glass - and he has a 
hobby for them. He puts ’em into 
glass cases, and makes presents 
of ’em to his friends. He has been 
one of my best customers. I’ve 
sold him a hundred nesties, I’m 
sure. There’s a doctor at Dalston 
I sell a great number to - he’s 
taking one of every kind of me 
now. The most of my customers is 
stray ones in the streets. They’re 
generally boys. I sells a nest now 
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Hunting for Morag 


UAO. (Unident fied Aquatic Oojects 


In response to the excellent articles about one man’s search 
for Morag [FT407:44-47, 408:40-44], | would like to relate the 
results of my own search for Scotland’s water monsters. On 
the (perhaps erroneous) assumption that satellite photos from 
Google Earth might be a good tool to begin such a quest, | re- 
membered Adrian Shine’s advice about where a water monster 
would most likely be sighted — in a cove or bay that is fed by a 
stream (better food prospects, | believe). 

| began my search along the shallows of Loch Morar, using 
the historical imagery from 12/2006 — the only image sets 
that offered a clear view of objects in the water. The location is 
Lettermorar Bay, 7.13km, as the plesiosaur swims, southeast 
from the Morar Hotel. The eye altitude is 2,000ft (600m) above 
ground. | refer to these four things as Unidentified Aquatic 
Objects (UAOs). There is another identical object one bay to the 


east. 


| emailed Adrian Shine with my amazing discovery. He emailed 
me back with the observation that | cannot use Google Earth 
to find monsters. Damn. Had | known that, | would not have 
wasted my time. What do you think they are — rocks? Fishing 
traps? Boats? Monsters? Anyone want to go take a look? 


Frank White By email 


and then to a lady with a child; 
but the boys of twelve to fifteen 
years of age is my best friends. 
They buy ’em only for cur’osity. 
Isold three partridges’ eggs 
yesterday to a gentleman, and he 
said he would put them under a 
bantam he’d got, and hatch ’em.” 
Barry Hall 

By email 


Re Caraline Brown’s letter on 
street sellers of birds’ nests 
[FT412:73]: the purpose of the 
trade was to provide birds as 
pets. The street sellers (often, 
though not always, Roma) would 
travel out to the woodlands 
surrounding London to find 
nests; by the mid-19th century 
the seller would typically have 
to travel as far as Epping Forest, 
though the 18th-century trade in 
these products would probably 
be able to source nests closer 

to the metropolis. A hen could 
normally be induced to sit on the 
eggs to encourage them to hatch. 


The chicks would then be used 
as pets, with songbirds (particu- 
larly linnets and nightingales) 
being the most prized; though 
almost any bird might be sold for 
the right price. 

The trade in birds’ nests 
would eventually die out, due 
to changing fashions and, no 
doubt, the growing difficulty 
in sourcing the nests with the 
over-exploitation of the habitats 
of wild birds. The death of the 
trade throws light on how at- 
titudes towards wild animals 
have been transformed, as well 
as the shifting nature of societal 
norms. As late as the mid-19th 
century, the sale of birds’ nests 
would be considered so normal 
that no one would feel the need 
to explain why the trade existed; 
150 years later the world has 
changed so much that the sale 
of birds’ nests has become a puz- 
zling oddity. 
Jacob Middleton 
Tascott, New South Wales 


Bug-Eyed Monsters 


As a life-long board game 
fanatic, I was happy to see Peter 
Laws’s article on fortean board 
games [FT413:30-41]. I would 
just like to put in a word for 

a game on that very fortean 
subject of alien abductions — 
Greg Costikyan’s 1983 game 
“Bug-eyed Monsters”. It’s sub- 
titled “They want our women!”, 
and the premise is that Earth 
has the most beautiful women 
in the galaxy, so any creature 
with trembling pseudopods 
(Google it) needs to fly to Earth 
(more specifically in the game, 
Freedom, New Hampshire) to 
capture women for its own pur- 
poses. One player takes on the 
aliens, while the other musters a 
human defence force. Long out 
of print, second-hand copies can 
turn up for around £90-150. 
Roger Musson 

Edinburgh 


Lincolnshire warning 


This government has imported 
nuclear waste from China, 
America and elsewhere into this 
country without full knowledge 
and consent of the public. It 
appears that near Grimsby (Im- 
mingham Docks) work was start- 
ed several years ago, engineered 
to take ship containers into a 
dock area specially constructed 
to deal with nuclear waste, then 
taken under armed guard by rail 
into the picturesque village of 
Theddlethorpe, which is to have 
a three-mile exclusion zone. 

Not far from the proposed 
nuke dump site is Donna Nook, 
a RAF training site. This site has 
colonies of grey seals that, for 
hundreds of years, have come up 
on the beach to breed. As if that 
wasn’t enough, they are propos- 
ing to tunnel under the sea and 
bury the nuclear waste there 
for thousands of years. It would 
only take a small fracture at any 
time for catastrophic events to 
occur. 

Get your cameras ready for 
the mutations of local seals, 
fish, and wildlife, and the 
Lincolnshire coast poisoned for 
generations to come. 

Diane Brandon 
By email 


We are always glad to receive pictures of spontaneous forms 
and figures, or any curious images. Send them (with your 
postal address) to Fortean Times, PO Box 1200, Whitstable 
CT1 9RH or to sieveking@forteantimes.com. 


1 Tim Emblem-English’s mother spotted was photographed by Claire Reid, who 5 Matt Toplis writes: “A seagull left its 
this bird-shaped bird poo on her window. had found it on her father’s car. calling card on the balcony window of our 
flat in Weston-super-Mare [Somerset] in 


2 Lesley Maby sent us this likeness of 4 Sean Urell from Crumlin in Ireland : 
‘ ; ee . the shape of a man’s head. He seems to 
Elvis captured in a seagull dropping. thought this bird poo stain looked be wears acap. 
remarkably like WB Yeats in profile - sans is 


3 This birds’ dropping resembling a bird pince-nez. 
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It Happened to Me... 


Precognition 


Regarding the letters about 
‘Dreams Realised’ [FT399:70- 
71], | feel spurred to mention 
the odd situation, seldom com- 
mented on, where a glimpse of 
the future in a dream becomes 
reinforced in a kind of loop, 
where the dream is a precogni- 
tion of a later event, but an 
event that takes place only 
because of the memory of the 
dream. This interesting facet 
of dreams was mentioned in 
JB Priestley’s remarkable book 
Man and Time (1963). One 
notable example was where 

a young woman dreamed of 
chatting to some people in an 
unknown dingy flat, and then 
suddenly stopped talking, and 
resumed a few moments later. 
She was invited to such a flat 
some days later, started talking 
to the other guests, realised 
her precognitive dream was 
coming true which made her 
suddenly stop talking, which 
coincided with the non-talking 
gap in her dream. 

This precognition loop hap- 
pened to me in March 2013. | 
dreamed of visiting a strange 
nightclub with fake cave-like 
walls made of ochre-coloured 
ceramics. | approached a 
receptionist and asked “What 
is the name of this club?”. She 
paused, dourly turned away, 
and then muttered “Cable”. On 
awaking | thought no one would 
really call a nightclub “Cable”, 
which | assumed to be an ordi- 
nary noun. But a few days later 
| visited my local library and 
came across a collection of co- 
lourfully illustrated sci-fi comic 
books. | halted in astonishment 
at one entitled Cable, which | 
thought was as daft a name for 
a comic as for a nightclub. This 
“Cable” was apparently another 
name of a grizzled superhero 
called Nathan Summers. When 
| got home | mused about this 
incident, but couldn’t attribute 
it to pure coincidence. | felt | 
could not disentangle the two 
experiences — the dream and 
the subsequent visit to the 
library; cause and effect had 
become hopelessly blurred. 
Antony Milne 
Abbey Wood, London 
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Weeping in the dark 


One September evening in 
1976, when | was 10, | strayed 
into the grounds of St James's, 
a forbidding mental hospital in 
Milton, an area of Portsmouth. 
A thick carpet of fallen leaves 
covered the ground, making 
lawns and paths indistinguish- 
able from one another. | kicked 
my way through this dense 
mass until | reached the hos- 
pital’s main Victorian building 
and ventured further into its 
grounds, moving between a 
network of buildings. Only a 
few windows were lit; all were 
fitted with vertical steel bars. 
The outside glass wall lights 
were so dim and yellowed that 
they made little difference, 

so the whole place was either 
barely-lit patches of brown-red 
brick, or sunk in impenetrable 
blackness. | walked slowly, from 
one dimly-lit patch to the next, 
sometimes feeling with my 
hands outstretched. | touched 
a linked-wire fence, which 
rattled loosely. Feeling my way 
along it, | realised there was no 


“Suddenly, I had 
an overwhelming 
feeling Iwas 
being watched” 


way around it, and there was no 
gate. It completely sealed off 
the area beyond. | eventually 
managed to crawl underneath. 
Once through, | went and 

sat on the stone steps of a 
darkened doorway. All about me 
was silent. Nothing on that side 
of the fence was lit, not even by 
one of those dim, inadequate 
yellow lights. 

Suddenly, | had an over- 
whelming feeling that | was 
being watched. | was only about 
15ft (4.6m) from the fence, but 
| dared not move. Then | heard 
mournful weeping, barely au- 
dible, coming from somewhere 
nearby. It seemed to be so 
close that | thought it was right 
next to me, or behind me in the 
blackness of a doorway. If | ran 
to the fence, would | get under 


it before a weeping lunatic 
gripped my feet and dragged 
me back? | started moving, but 
away from the fence, with my 
back to the wall. The weeping 
followed as | reached another 
fence. Panic began to claw at 
me. | returned to the first fence, 
frantically pulled up a loose 
section, and, in an icy sweat, 
scrambled under, scratching 
my back. There was a piercing 
scream, full of rage and pain, 
close behind me, and I ran. 
That scream followed me along 
every dark street until | reached 
home. | can still hear it clearly. 
It warned me never to return. 
Stefan Badham 

Portsmouth, Hampshire 


Vanishing 
restaurant 


In 1991 or 1992, my husband 
and | and two of our children 
were driving from Scotland to 
the northeast of England. It 
was absolutely pouring with rain 
and the children were hungry, 
so when we spotted a sign 
sitting on the grass beside the 
road saying “Food next right 
one mile”, we decided to turn 
off the A69 and seek it out. 

We went down a country lane 
and came upon a grand-looking 
house. We doubted this was 
the right place, but the lights 
were on inside so we parked 
and entered the building. 

There was no one to be 
seen. We walked into a large 
room with beautiful crystal 
chandeliers and tables set with 
spotless white linen table- 
cloths. There was a huge deep 
red curtain wafting in a breeze 
behind them. Just then a rather 
stern-faced man dressed in for- 
mal attire showed us to a table. 
He was very stiff and proper 
and seemed very out of place. 
His demeanour made me feel 
uncomfortable. He handed us 
each a menu and we gave our 
order. 

The waiter went off and | 
looked around. It was eerily 
quiet and | felt uncomfortable 
in the extreme. | glanced out of 
the large window and saw what 
appeared to be nurses in white 
uniforms pushing a number of 


IAN LISTON-SMITH 


patients out to a terrace, which 
would have been another part 
of the house but leading from a 
conservatory to the garden. 

The food was absolutely 
beautiful: roast beef and lamb 
with all the trimmings. Silver 
service etc. | encouraged 
the children to eat their meal 
quickly and when the waiter re- 
turned | asked him if they made 
a profit with so few people com- 
ing to dine; indeed, there was 
no one else in the restaurant. 
| asked if they advertised. He 
answered in a very strange tone 
“We don’t need to advertise”. 
At that moment a chill truly ran 
down my spine. | felt fright- 
ened and urged my husband 
to pay the bill, which was far 
too cheap for what we had 
eaten. We were out of there in 
a heartbeat. 

A few months later, we were 
travelling that route again and 
turned off to see if the place 
was still open. To our amaze- 
ment, there was no sign of the 
hotel. Where it had stood there 
were old foundation stones 
level with the ground almost 
completely covered with grass. 
This is the absolute truth, as 
my husband and children could 
testify. 

[Name on file] 

Co Durham 

Editor’s note: for a disappear- 
ing restaurant in 1950s Iran, 
see ‘Lunchtime at the phantom 
diner’, [F169:34-35, 177:49]. 


Bush radio 
premonition 


| can certainly relate to “Plates 
of shrimp” [FT399:71]. On 
more than one occasion I’ve 
been listening to something 

on Radio Four while driving and 
had a JOTT (Just-One-of-Those- 
Things’) moment. For example, 
someone on the radio describ- 
ing a broken lawn mower, then 
I’m overtaken moments later 
by a van marked “Joe Bloggs’s 
mower repair”. Or hearing 
about banana imports only to 
be overtaken by a Pratts Banan- 
as truck! Although realistically, 
out of all the many thoughts 
and sights we experience each 
day it would be surprising if 
such coincidences didn’t occur 


“Into my mind’s 
eye popped the 
image ofa Bush 
DAC90A radio” 


sometimes. 

Another JOTT: As a collector 
and restorer of vintage radio 
equipment, | frequently wander 
around second-hand shops and 
auctions, although very rarely 
find anything of interest these 
days. I’m often in Fakenham 
(Norfolk) on a Thursday for the 
weekly market and the James 
Beck Auction. A couple of years 
ago, | was walking through the 
market towards the auction 
building, when into my mind’s 
eye popped the image of a 
Bush DACSOA radio sitting on 
a table in the middle right side 
of the main hall. (The radio is a 
fairly common Bakelite set from 
the 1950s, but still quite nice if 
in good cosmetic order.) 

As | entered the building and 
manceuvred through the crowd 
and around the tables, to my 
astonishment there it was! 
Exactly where | had imagined 
it, on a table amongst other 
bric-a-brac. | found no external 
damage and it appeared to be 
complete. An hour later when 
the auction started there were 
a few bids, including one from 
the auctioneer who bid £20. 
| bid £22 and it was mine. It 
cleaned up very nicely and after 
a bit of internal work it operated 


like new. Old radios are rarely 
found at that auction, and 

I’ve certainly never seen that 
particular model there before. 
Was the whole event just weird 
serendipity, or an example of 
“the lattice of coincidence that 
lies on top of everything...”? 
lan Liston-Smith 

Reading, Berkshire 


Advance warning 


As a nurse | read Alejandro 
Parra’s “Dreams, death and 
spirituality” [FT398:40-45] with 
great interest due to some 
of the experiences I’ve had 
in my many years working in 
healthcare. Although | have not 
heard about dreams or visions 
from patients as documented 
in the article, | remember one 
patient who knew death was 
coming, but in a different way. 
| work with adults with severe 
mental health illness and this 
often involves psychosis. 

One patient | had known for 
a few years had symptoms 
that included delusions and 
auditory hallucinations. He 
started talking to me about 
some particularly disturbing 
voices telling him that he was 
going to have a heart attack, 
which caused distress. | asked 
about any symptoms such as 
chest pain, but none of these 
was present. | reassured him, 
but he kept reporting that the 
voices were saying the same 
thing — that he was going to 
have a heart attack — but 
there were still no symptoms 
or signs of heart problems. | 


tried to arrange a GP appoint- 
ment, but before it could be 
made he died suddenly. The 
post mortem found that he 
had died from a heart attack. 
My only theory about this is 
that the body tries to tell the 
mind when something is wrong 
and this can be in the form of 
dreams, visions or voices. 
Paula Stappleton RNMH 

By email 


Stray bond 


In the 1990s | was working for 
Ford in Dearborn, Michigan. 

At that time, Ford was spread 
out over about 20 buildings 

in that area. My job called 

for me to regularly go to four 
of them. | was enrolled in a 

US Savings bond programme 
where a portion of my pay was 
withheld. When it reached a 
certain level, it would be used 
to purchase a bond, which was 
mailed to my home. The bonds 
arrived with my name and 
street address listed. When 
they came in, we put them in 

a locked box. At that point, we 
had not cashed any, so they 
went straight from our mailbox 
to our locked box. 

One day | was asked to 
meet someone in one of the 
Ford buildings | had never been 
to. | had never met the man 
in question before. | came 
into the building and started 
walking down the main aisle to 
where his cubicle was. | looked 
down and saw a piece of paper 
on the floor. It was the next 
$200 Savings Bond due to my 
house. The bonds came from 
the government and were not 
handled by Ford employees. 
| had not been there before 
and had no reason to take a 
bond out of our house. | called 
the Ford payroll department 
to ask if there had been any 
change to the bond policy or 
if they were processed in that 
building. The answers were no 
and no. | asked if they had any 
idea how the bond got there; 
the reply was “It’s just one of 
those things”. | never came up 
with any explanation that didn’t 
include the paranormal. 

B Rudd 
By email 
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JAN BONDESON shares another deltiological discovery from his prodigious 
collection of postcards. This month’s pictorial blast from the past tells the story 
of Besom Jamie, the one-time Fat Boy who became a rubbish-hoarding hermit 
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25. BESOM JAMIE, THE KILLERMONT HERMIT 


James Buchanan was born in the 
Saltmarket district of Glasgow 
around the beginning of the 19 
century. After spending 11 years 
in a poorhouse in Stockwell 
Street, he became apprenticed 
to a Bridgeton weaver, but since 
hard work and honest toil did 
not agree with him, he moved to 
Carlisle and started a career as 
a professional beggar, under the 
guise of selling religious tracts. 
He made a comfortable living in 
this manner, and ate and drank 
well. He became so corpulent 
that he was hired by an itinerant 
showman to be exhibited as 
a Fat Boy (see FT325:28-35), 
being 5ft (1.5m) tall and 3.5ft 
(1m) round the middle. The 
showman paid him two shillings 
a week and allowed him to send 
his hat round to collect money 
after each performance. After 
some time being exhibited 
in the freak show, an idle 
occupation that wholly agreed 
with him, Jamie was struck 
by a mysterious illness that 
caused him to rapidly lose 
weight. He survived his dice 
with death, but his career as a 
fat boy was shattered. He set 
out on a lengthy tramp from 
Glasgow to London, begging his 
way through the countryside 
for day after day after day. In 
Gainsborough, he was seized 
and sent to prison as a sturdy 
beggar. Once he reached London 
at the end of this marathon 
journey, he was again arrested 
and had to spend 30 days of 
forced labour on the treadmill. 
Fed up with his experiences 
with the brutal Sassenachs, 
Jamie begged his way back 
home to Glasgow, making 
slow but steady progress. The 
Scottish mendicant went on 
to the village of Killermont, 
situated to the north west of 
Glasgow, and built a ramshackle 
cottage in the forest, where he 
would spend the remainder of 
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his days, without any further 
feats of hyperpedestrianism. 
He supported himself by 
making broom besoms, which he 
hawked round the countryside, 
and by begging for food and 
money. Since he had strong 
garbage-collecting tendencies, 
“Mosshappy Hermitage”, as 
the locals called his sylvan 
abode, was soon full of old 
cans and bottles, discarded 
newspapers and rubbish of 
every description. The hermit 
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also hoarded potatoes, meal 
and butcher’s meat, some of 
which he kept for seven years 
before the food was eventually 
consumed. Jamie’s principal 
food was a strong broth, which 
he cooked in an enormous 
cauldron, containing enough 
food for several weeks. When 
a visitor to the hermitage 
suggested that it would surely 
be quite sour and stale at the 
end of this period of time, Jamie 
said “Eh, I jist heat it up every 
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day, and that maks it as guid 

as new!” Since the hermit was 
much annoyed by rats, he kept 
a stout cudgel next to his bunk- 
bed, with which he aimed to 
flatten some of the annoying 
rodents. 

When visitors looked around 
the hermitage, which entirely 
lacked windows and was filthy 
in the extreme, they would see 
a quantity of kitchen utensils, 
barrels, bags, old boots, bundles 
of rags, greasy soup plates and 
other equally dirty dishes. 
Jamie sat on the top of a barrel 
repairing his boots. He was 
dressed in a red nightcap, two 
shirts, three waistcoats and a 
pair of very dirty and greasy 
trousers. In spite of his lack of 
industry and fastidiousness, 
the people of Killermont liked 
Besom Jamie, as he was called, 
and gave him money and other 
presents, which the covetous 
hermit jealously hoarded. 

One night, a gang of masked 
robbers came to call, leaving 
with Jamie’s life savings of £20. 
Although some kind gentlemen 
reimbursed Jamie, on condition 
that he put his money in the 
Maryhill Bank, Jamie was so 
outraged that he threatened to 
walk to Balmoral to put his case 
to Queen Victoria herself, until 
he realised that his stockpile 

of soup would get ruined by 

the time he returned from 
Aberdeenshire. In January 
1871, the farmer who owned 
the land next to the hermitage 
realised that he had not seen 
Besom Jamie for several days. 
He had the door broken down, 
and Jamie was found insensible 
on the floor; in spite of receiving 
medical attention, he died a 
few days later. The hermit’s 
funeral at the New Kilpatrick 
Churchyard was a grand affair, 
attended by many of the 

locals, and several newspapers 
published his obituary. 
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WHY FORTEAN? *" 


FORTEAN TIMES is a monthly 
magazine of news, reviews and 
research on strange phenomena 
and experiences, curiosities, 
prodigies and portents. It was 
founded by Bob Rickard in 1973 to 
continue the work of Charles Fort 
(1874-1932). 

Born of Dutch stock in Albany, 
New York, Fort spent many years 
researching scientific literature in 
the New York Public Library and 
the British Museum Library. He 
marshalled his evidence and set 
forth his philosophy in The Book of 
the Damned (1919), New Lands 
(1923), Lo! (1931), and Wild 
Talents (1932). 

He was sceptical of dogmatic 
scientific explanations, observing 
that some scientists tended to 
argue according to their personal 
beliefs rather than the rules of 
evidence and that inconvenient 
data were ignored, suppressed, 
discredited or explained away. 
He criticised modern science for 
its reductionism, its attempts to 
define, divide and separate. Fort’s 
dictum “One measures a circle 
beginning anywhere” expresses 


instead his philosophy of Continuity 


SPECIAL CORRESPONDENTS 


y 


in which everything is in an 
intermediate and transient state 
between extremes. 

He had ideas of the Universe-as- 
organism and the transient nature 
of all apparent phenomena, coined 
the term ‘teleportation’, and was 
perhaps the first to speculate that 
mysterious lights seen in the sky 
might be craft from outer space. 
However, he cut at the very roots 
of credulity: “I conceive of nothing, 
in religion, science or philosophy, 
that is more than the proper thing 
to wear, for a while.” 

Fort was by no means the first 
person to collect anomalies and 
oddities — such collections have 
abounded from Greece to China 
since ancient times. Fortean 
Times keeps alive this ancient task 
of dispassionate weird-watching, 
exploring the wild frontiers between 
the known and the unknown. 

Besides being a journal of 
record, FT is also a forum for 
the discussion of observations 
and ideas, however absurd or 
unpopular, and maintains a 
position of benevolent scepticism 
towards both the orthodox and 
unorthodox. FT toes no party line. 
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(who classify clippings placed in the Archives for Fortean Research) 
Regular Fort Sorts are currently on lockdown hiatus — but please continue to send 
in your clippings to Fortean Times, PO Box 1200, Whitstable, CT1 9RH 
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PHENOMENOMIX 


ate THE JACKALOPE! 
iTS A JACKRABBIT WITH 
ANTELOPE HORNS! 


| | WONDER WHAT | 


THEY DiD WiTH THE 
LEFT-OVER BITS. 
THE RABBITANTE 
CAN'T HAVE BEEN 
A VERY SUCCESSFUL 
BEAST— YOU DONT 
SEE THEM AROUND 
THESE DAYS...» 


AND THEY COULD USE MORE THAN 
TWO DiFFERENT CREATURES/ 

Tle. MONOCEROS HAD THE HEAD oF A 
DEER, THE BODY OF A HORSE, THe 
Feet OF AN ELEPHANT, AND THE 
TAIL OF APIG/ 


THEY USED TO MAKE LOTS OF 
CRITTERS BY MIXING UP OTHERS 
BACK IN MYTHOLOGY DAYS». S 


| j see 
iKE THE Hi HALF HOBE, s om THE TATZELWURM — 
LOE ae CAT HEAD, SERPENT BODY: 


toe THE USHi -ONi - HEAD OF 
A BULL, BopYeF A SPIDER 


me 
“ 


+s AND THE SERPOPARD 
— SNAKE ANP LEOPARD! 


THE TARASQUVE — 
HEAD ©F A LION, BOPY OF 
AN OX, Six BEAR-LIKE LEGS, 
SHELL OF A TURTLE, AND 
SCORPIONS TAiL/ 


THEY USEP THEIR CREATURE MixTURES 
FoR SYMBOLIC PURPOSES, TOO/ THE 
EARLS ©F ©XFORD CEPT ANIMALS 
CALLED CALYGREYHOUNDS, Te USE 
IN THEIR HERALDRY! GENERATIONS 
OF CAREFUL BREEDING HAD RESULTED 
iN A HYBRID CREATURE OF GREAT 
SYMBOLISM++- . 


WILPCAT HEAD 
—FEROCITY 
DEER TORSO 
—FLEETNESS 
EAGLE CLAWS 
—TENAGITY 


ANTLERS 
~WisDOM 


LION LEGS 
—POWER 
PO@DLE TAIL 
—P@OPLENESS 


BACK ofa 
WiLD BOAR 


CLEVEREST BIT & HORNS 
ee 
HYBRIDIZATION faz 
WAS THE -<¢ 
K@TOBUKi — RAT 


HEAVEN ON 
EARTH 


IN SEARCH OF THOMAS KINKADE, 
THE PAINTER OF LIGHT 


YETI FINGERNAIL, 
TALKING CROSS, 
BLACK RAINS 

AND MUCH MORE... 
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IBEPTHIS MORTAL COIL 


Since the Kilauea volcano on 

Hawaii’s Big Island started 

erupting in September, thousands 

of people have visited the 

Volcanoes National Park to view 

the glowing lava lake in the 

volcano’s Halemaumau Crater 

and fiery lava fountains that 

have regularly reached 100ft 

(30m) in height. In May 2019, 

during a previous eruption, a 

32-year-old soldier was seriously 

injured after falling 300ft (90m) into 

the crater, and in early January a 75-year- 
old man died after falling into the crater 
while trying to get a better view. He was 
reported missing on 2 January, triggering 
a search by rangers and firefighters who 
eventually found his body 100ft (30m) 
below the crater rim of the Uekahuna 
viewing area at the summit of the 
Kilauea volcano from which he’d been 
attempting to see the lava. theguardian. 
com, 4 Jan 2022. 


Police officers in Cape Girardeau, 
Missouri, arrested Brittany Wilson, 32, 

on Christmas Eve after she called them 
to say that she had killed her boyfriend. 
Wilson was found on the lawn outside her 
home, covered in blood, with a sword on 
the ground nearby, while her boyfriend, 
Harrison Stephen Foster, 34, was found 
dead in the house with several fresh 
stab wounds. Wilson admitted taking 
methamphetamine with Foster earlier 

in the day and explained that she had 
attacked him because she believed he 
had several evil entities living in his body 
and that by stabbing him she was setting 
him free. [AP] 26 Dec 2021. 


Greg Jarvis, 57, died with an uncashed 
winning lottery ticket in his wallet. Having 
won $45,000 (£33,200) in a lottery-style 
gambling game at the Blue Water Inn 

in Caseville, Michigan, he was unable 

to cash his ticket in because he didn’t 
have a social security card to confirm 

his identity. He applied for one and while 
waiting for it to arrive was found dead on 
his boat in Saginaw Bay after falling and 
striking his head; his family, though, have 
inherited the ticket. Times, 2 Oct 2021. 


Marina Kukhal, the wife of Russian 

rapper Alexander Yushko, was arrested 
after police investigating Yushko’s 
disappearance found his dismembered 
remains in the couple’s flat in St 
Petersburg. Yushko, 30, had been gaining 
a growing following across Russia, 
performing under the name “Andy 
Cartwright”. Kukhal, 36, told police that 


he had died of a drug overdose, 
and she had dismembered his 
body to dispose of it so fans 
hy would not know he had died such 
an “inglorious death” and would 
think he had just “gone missing”. 
Police found Yushko’s organs in 
* the fridge and his fingertips in 
~ the yard, where they had been 
fed to rats. Forensic investigation 


Wik") found that there was “not a drop of 


blood” in his body, and police said 

that they had not been able to carry 
out forensics on eight of his organs as 
they had been put through the washing 
machine or were missing. The organs they 
did find had been salted and wrapped 
in plastic, while his limbs were said to 
have been cut “perfectly” with a hacksaw. 
Initially police believed that Yushko 
had died from an injection of a hard-to- 
trace insulin substitute drug intended 
for diabetics, but forensic investigation 
indicated that he had died of hypoxia, 
a lack of oxygen. They believe that his 
dismemberment probably “occurred 
shortly — a few minutes, dozens of 
minutes — before death” and that he may 
have taken up to several hours to die. In 
addition to murder, police also accused 
Kukhal of “drinking her dead husband’s 
blood and having sex with his corpse”. 
She denies all charges, and, if her claim 
that she only dismembered Yushko and 
fed parts of him to rats after he died of 
an overdose is true, she is likely to walk 
free as that is not technically in violation 
of any Russian laws. thesun.co.uk, 2 Jan; 
mirror.co.uk, 3 Jan; boingboing.net, nme. 
com, 6 Jan 2022. 


In Koenigs Wusterhausen, just outside 
Berlin, police found two 40-year-olds and 
their children, age 10, eight and four, 
dead outside their home with gunshot 
and stab wounds after neighbours 

had called them to say there were 
bodies lying in the garden. A note found 
at the scene made it clear that the 
father had murdered his family and 
then killed himself. The motive that he 
gave was that he had faked a Covid 
vaccination certificate for his wife and 
her employer had found out, so he was 
afraid they would be arrested and lose 
their children. All five family members 
were believed to have been in Covid 
quarantine at the time and German 
authorities had just tightened Covid 
rules in the face of the Omicron wave, 
banning unvaccinated people from all 
the most essential businesses, such as 
supermarkets, pharmacies and bakers. 
news.sky.com, 7 Dec 2021. 
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